The Journal of the Interdenominational Theological Center, Vol. XXXIV No. 1-2 Fall 2006-Spring 2007 by Troutman, Joseph E. (Editor)
 
The Journal of the Interdenominational Theological
Center (JITC) is published semiannually by the facub
ty of the Interdenominational Theological Center,
700 Martin Luther King Jr. Drive, SW, Atlanta,
Georgia 30314"4143. Subscriptions and requests for
back issues should be directed to the editors. Copyright
1987 by the Interdenominational Theological Center.
All rights reserved. JITC, indexed in the ATLA Religion
Database, Religious and Theological Abstracts and Old
Testament Abstracts, is available in microform through
ProQuest Information and Learning Company (UMI).
Subscription rates per year are: Individuals, $24-00; insti¬
tutions, $28.00. Make checks payable to: The ITC Press.




Michelle Glennon, Glennon Design
Journal Design and Layout:
Michelle Glennon, Glennon Design
Printing:
ITC Design and Print Center
















VOLUME XXXIV, NUMBERS 1 AND 2
FALL 2006/SPRING 2007
Introducing the Theme: Health, Wholeness, and Spirituality
of Pastors
Marsha Snulligan Haney 1
God’s Call and the Requisite Preparation for Performing
Various Ministries
Temba L. Mafico 11
Spirituality, Health, and Happiness in Ministry: How
Neuro-Scientific Data Confirm This Will Only Happen
with Commitment and Cross-Bearing
Mark Ellingsen 35
Reflections on a Spirituality of Place
David Rensherger 57
The Impact of Horizontal and Vertical Dimensions of Faith
on Health and Health Care
Reuben C. Warren 71
Spirituality and Leadership in the Afrikan Church in
North America: A Reflection
Mark A. Lomax 89
The Unique Features of African-American Spirituality in the
Context of Christian Healing
Ricky Porter 105










This theme issue of the JITC focuses on how health,
wholeness, and spirituality impact pastors, with contributors
exploring these concerns from a variety of perspectives. The
idea for the issue grew out of the experience of twenty pastors
(ITC alumni/ae) who participated in the January 2006 Holy
Land Pilgrimage sponsored by the Holy Land Institute for
Pastoral Renewal. Representing various denominations, geo-
graphical settings, women and men, the twenty persons were
selected to participate in a unique opportunity of rest, reflec-
tion, and renewal. The focus was mid-career pastors, and the
goal was to renew their spiritual life and deepen their sense of
calling. Dr. Temba Mafico, professor, Hebrew Bible/Old
Testament Studies, served as the project director; Dr. David
Rensberger, professor, New Testament Studies, served as spiri¬
tual advisor; and Dr. Marsha Snulligan Haney, associate pro¬
fessor of Missiology and Religions of the World, served as proj¬
ect missiologist—this body formed the leadership team. Dr.
Fahed Abu Akel, a leading Palestinian church leader, served as
guest presenter during the pre-travel orientation.
Searching for a season of rest and a time of spiritual renew¬
al, the physical journey took the twenty pilgrims to the famil-
*Marsha Snulligan Haney is associate professor, Missiology and Religions
of the World, Interdenominational Theological Center, Atlanta, Georgia,
and the director of the Urban Theological Institute, also in Atlanta.
Editor’s note: JITC is appreciative for Dr. Haney serving as the editorial
consultant for this theme issue.
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iar places of Jerusalem, Bethany, Bethlehem, Nazareth,
Qumran, Jericho, and Tiberius. Traveling to the Jordan
River (some rededicated their faith here) and visiting
ancient sites and ruins enabled us to reflect on this ancient
biblical land and its complexities. Taking advantage of the
opportunity to experience the people of this land—holy to
Jews, Christians, Muslims, AfricaivHebrew Israelites, and
many lesser known faith communities—was a profoundly
rich experience.
During the daytime hours, the journey led to conversations
and discussions with Palestinian Christians, Israeli human'
right activists, Evangelical Christians, and Muslims. The
opportunity to venture into the sacred space of others, where
religious practices and worldviews continue to clash, and
where lifestyles and value systems, religious assumptions and
intentions, and scriptural authority have nurtured and shaped
generations of religious leaders, was a great treasure. The sym
ergy of vivid religious understandings and practices could not
be encountered without the response of personal introspection
and communal reflection.
The inward spiritual journey, however, took us to some
unfamiliar spaces. Evening debriefing sessions encouraged
honest sharing about attitudes and emotions impacting us and
our ministries. By spending time with the biblical text and
focusing on call narratives, we revisited our own call to min-
is try, particularly in light of present realities. Diverse problems
were shared: changing health issues and serious illnesses, rekin'
dling a sense of spiritual vocation, loss of faith in denomina'
tions, depression and mentabhealth concerns, and the chah
lenge to sustain hope in the face of adversity. Congregational
pastors, no matter how long they have been pastoring, need
time and space to consider all the crucial aspects of pastoral
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ministry that demand their attention1 in order to create a com¬
munity of internal cohesion by clarifying and consolidating
their experience of self in the context of familial, vocational,
ecclesiological, and societal roles. It is only in this manner that
personal goals, values, and worldviews are integrated into pur¬
poses supporting a balanced life of health, wellness, and spiri¬
tuality. We also discovered that simply having a trusting com¬
munity within which to share spiritual problems and personal
experiences was in itself a healing experience.
As pastors who often define themselves by the size of their
congregational membership, the amount of money gained
through tithes and offering, or how many speaking engage¬
ments accepted, it is not easy to confront those things essen¬
tial to life. Those who are committed to and engaged in pas¬
toral ministry often forget that fidelity to ministry includes
taking time to nurture one’s own body and spirit. While in
Israel, the pastors heard anew the invitation ofJesus to his dis¬
ciples to “come away to a deserted place and rest for a while.”
The consequence, as least for these twenty pilgrims, was actu¬
ally a spiritual experience made up of many collective and
individual journeys. The subject of this journal issue—“health,
wholeness, and the spirituality of the pastor”—introduces an
even broader conversation, including voices from spiritual
facilitators, pastors, theologians, and health therapists. They
invite theological education to broaden its view of excellence
in ministry to encompass the components of our theme.
'During the pilgrimage we identified pastoral roles that demand time,
energy, and resources: (1) leader of worshipping community; (2) pastor
of a local congregation; (3) involved denominational member; (4) ecu¬
menical witness and participation; (5) participant and/or supporter in
local interfaith and/or interreligious activities; (6) individuals with
responsibilities to and for family members and friends; and (7) civic
commitments and public theologian.
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While spirituality has been included in theological educa-
tion curricula for at least a decade now, we have a long way to
grow in our understanding of how to shape ministry leaders
who can live healthy lives and demonstrate a passion for
health and spiritual well-being. Do theological educators pro¬
mote, in word, deed, and lifestyle, models of health, wellness,
and wholeness? In 1999, clergy had the highest rate of death
from cardiovascular disease of any profession.2 Why? Many
factors contribute to this reality: poor work habits, messianic
complex, stress, depression, low salaries, in some instances no
health insurance, and poor lifestyles. Health statistics present
a compelling picture for health and wellness, as far as clergy are
concerned—especially among pastors; there is much-needed
work. As educators of church leaders, professors should not he
surprised hy the alarming health statistics related to clergy
because of negative lifestyle habits, which many students
unfortunately embrace.
Congregations themselves are in various states of healthi¬
ness and are slowly recognizing this as they face the challenges
of their future; many have a form of church that simply does
not engage the postmodern generation, particularly those thir¬
ty-five and under. These congregations need pastors who are
healthy and whole and who can help persons reclaim a vision
of their Christian mission and calling. They need shepherds
who are persons of health and spirituality, whose private lives
and ministries reflect a concern for health and wholeness, and
whose leadership demonstrates a concern for health, healing,
and spiritual direction. So too does the world.
Tee Geoffrey M. Calvert, Jeffrey W. Merling, and Carol A. Burnett,
“Ischemic Heart Disease Mortality and Occupation among 16- to 60-
Year-Old Males,” Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine 41,
no. 11 (November 1999): 960-966.
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As Shawchuck and Heuser in Leading the Congregation
observe: “Many church leaders fall into the trap of equating
ministry with spirituality. Ministry and spirituality are related,
hut they are not the same. Ministry consumes energy; spiritu¬
ality restores energy. Ministry not supported by an appropriate
spirituality is ultimately doomed to boredom, stagnation, dis¬
appointment, infirmity.”' Pastors’ role as spiritual congrega¬
tional leaders is most helpful when the inward life of the spir¬
it is nurtured. Today’s clergypersons provide leadership in a
society where the majority of Americans value religion and
express a yearning for spiritual growth and development. The
same is also true on a global scale; faith not only gives mean¬
ing and purpose to the lives of clergy but also to religious lead¬
ers throughout the world.
It is no wonder, then, that twenty pastors traveling
throughout the religiously diverse context of Israel, where
the associations between religious belief and practice and
health and wholeness are so prominent, found themselves
engaging issues of spirituality at the core of their being and
identity. Christian spirituality, understood as dynamic
human potential for awareness and response to God (as
Trinity), is key in the life of the clergy, and the need for a
balanced life of ministry and spirituality is evident when
one considers the varying personal and social demands
made on clergy.
The d imensions of a holistic spirituality that nurtures
'Norman Shawchuck and Roger Heuser, Leading the Congregation:
Caring for Yourself While Serving Others (Nashville: Abingdon Tress,
1993), 121. The authors provide a helpful definition of spirituality:
“Spirituality is the means hy which we develop an awareness of the
presence of the loving Lord in our lives, and the process hy which we
keep that awareness alive and vital, to the end that we become formed
in the Spirit of Christ,” 119.
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pastors and, in turn, encourages personal and social trans-
formation involves a three-fold trajectory: a desire to live in
right relationship with God, a need for self-care and self-
growth, and a commitment to love of neighbor. This is
expressed in Luke 10:27 where the whole person—heart,
soul, strength, and mind—is affirmed; the social responsi¬
bility to neighbor is valued. The importance of each com¬
ponent of the person, integrating each into the making of
the complete person, is captured in the vision of wholeness.
This suggests that a person’s spirituality is grounded in rela¬
tionship to self, others, and ultimately to God.
The outcomes of the Holy Land Pilgrimage, as
revealed in the ninety-day follow-up session reports, were
extremely encouraging: participants realized they were
“running on empty” and in desperate need of a “spiritual
refueling.” Pastors had begun to make life-changing habits:
building time in their weekly schedules for personal rest
and to review their vocational experience. Others imaged
fresh perspectives for themselves and their congregants
related to how ministry is organized and implemented.
Additionally, others had begun to implement better eating
and exercise habits. They described their lives as more
balanced and meaningful, not only for themselves, hut also
their spouses and children. Because of the richness of this
Holy Land Pilgrimage experience through the JITC, we
are inviting others to reflect and examine the spirituality
undergirding our lives and ministries and to meaningfully
reflect on what it means to he whole and healthy spiritual
leaders.
What have we learned? We have discovered pastors
spiritually in need of (1) a sense of self-worth, value, and
vocational calling; (2) places and people that will honor,
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recognize, and encourage healthy lifestyles and habits; (3)
opportunities for rest and renewal; and (4) places and per-
sons that promote openness and vulnerability. Health,
wholeness, and spirituality is an on-going process, requiring
constant revitalizing.
This issue of JITC attempts to inspire a broader dia¬
logue, supporting the full development of health, whole¬
ness, and spirituality of pastors. Our writers reflect a variety
of perspectives of the theme:
• spirituality as place
• spirituality and happiness
• spirituality of the pastor
• call narratives and personal spirituality
• horizontal and vertical dimensions on health and
health care
• spirituality and healing
• spirituality and Africa’s past
• spirituality as poetry
It is our hope that this theme issue examines spirituali¬
ty as undergirding ministry, rekindles a sense of spiritual
vocation, promotes introspection and communal reflec¬
tion, and understands how ministry is organized and imple¬
mented. It is in this manner that pastors’ personal goals,
values, and worldviews are integrated into meaning, nur¬











She did not fall,
And who can contradict
Her as she puts her hair
Gingerly hack in place
Falling into the world








Cracks her life against
The wall
© Valerie Bridgeman Davis*
*Valerie Bridgeman Davis is assistant professor, Hebrew
Bible/Homiletics and Worship, Memphis Theological Seminary,
Memphis, Tennessee. She is the founding director of The Return Beat:
Syncopating Theology and the Arts Institute also at Memphis Seminary.
IV. Davis is both an award-winning and nationally acclaimed poet.
Editor’s note: The poems of Valerie Davis, reflecting her spirituality,
are interspersed throughout this issue and are used with permission.
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Several biblical texts relate how God called and com¬
missioned men and women to serve in various ministerial
capacities. Scholars have generally viewed divine calls as fol¬
lowing a discernible structural form, viz., call narrative.1 In
his article on the call narrative, Norman Habel identified six
steps characteristic of a biblical call narrative: (1) Divine
confrontation: when the agent of Yahweh or Yahweh makes
an initial intervention in the life of the callee. (2) The intro¬
ductory word: a statement alerting the targeted person that
it is Yahweh giving the word. (3) Yahweh’s commission: the
callee is assigned a specific task. (4) Objection: The callee
expresses an objection to the commission and cites all the
strong reasons why the commission should not be accepted.
(5) Divine reassurance: Yahweh allays the callee’s fears by
giving reassurance. (6) Signs: at this point the callee asks for
signs in order to be certain that God is talking and appoint¬
ing.: Normally, it is after the sign has been given that the
*Temba L. Mafico is professor, Hebrew Bible/Old Testament,
Associate Academic Dean/Associate Provost, and director of the Holy
Land Pilgrimage for Pastoral Renewal, Interdenominational Theological
Center, Atlanta, Georgia.
'Norman Habel, “The Call and Significance of the Call Narratives,”
Zeitschrift fur die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 77 (1965): 297-323.
This is the case with Moses and Gideon. When the prophets were
called, they did not ask for signs. The differences between the calls of
military leaders and spiritual leaders are discussed in this essay.
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callee accepts the task.
A close study of individual calls shows thatGo1 used
different approaches to call people depending on the mis¬
sion to which God was commissioning them. There are dif¬
ferences in the call process that Yahweh followed to call
military leaders, teachers of the law, and prophets.
Call of Abraham
In Genesis 12:1-3, we notice that Abraham was not
called to perform anything. He was called simply to be an
exemplary progenitor of nations. The LORD4 said, “Shall I
hide from Abraham what I am about to do, seeing that
Abraham shall become a great and mighty nation, and all
the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him? No, for I
have chosen" him, that he may charge his children and his
’Normally it was not God, Elohim, who called people to ministries;
it was Yahweh—the action deity. There is a major difference in status
between God and Yahweh in the Torah and in the historical books.
Yahweh and Elohim were coalesced to refer to one and only God in
post-exilic times. See Mafico The Emergency of Yahweh Elohim among
the Gods (Lesviston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 2007), 123-143; also
“God’s Name Yahweh Elohim and the Unification of Israel: A
Challenge to Africans and African Americans,” Journal of the
Interdenominational Theological Center XXIII, no. 1 (Fall 1995): 49-70.
4The name LORD is a Greek translation of the Hebrew divine name
YHWH, a tetragrammaton that the Israelites could not pronounce with
their lips. Therefore, they substituted YHWH with ’adonai, “lord, master, hus¬
band, sir.” They inserted the first three vowels of 'adonai in YHWH to fonn
Yehowah. The “Y” and “J” as well as “w” and “v” are interchangeable in many
languages. The reduced vowel in Hebrew is pronounced almost like an
“e." Thus, the divine name Jehovah is translated “lord” in Greek. Because it
is used for God, it is, therefore, written as LORD to distinguish it from ordi¬
nary lords. However, Yahweh was not originally Elohim. See Mafico, “The
Divine Compound Name: Yahweh Elohim and Israel’s Polytheistic
Monotheism,” Journal of Northwest Semitic Languages 22 (1996): 155-173.
’The word “chosen” is a poor rendering of the Hebrew yada‘ which
means “to know,” that is, to be in an intimate relationship. God has
established an intimate relationship which forces secrets to be revealed
that only gods should keep.
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household after him to keep the way of the LORD hy doing
righteousness and justice; so that the Lord may bring about
for Abraham what he has promised him.”6 Abraham was,
therefore, called to minister to his own household so that
future generations would follow Yahweh. By so doing, he
would he a blessing to future generations (Genesis 12:3).
It is important to note that Yahweh’s commission to
Abraham was quite specific. God7 called Abraham to sepa-
rate from his kinsfolk and to go to a land that Yahweh
would show him. Following his separation, God established
a covenantal relationship with him because he agreed to he
a father of nations. But that was not all. A close scrutiny of
Abraham’s character shows that he was a gentle man with
deep faith in Yahweh. In contrast to his nephew Lot,
Abraham considered the needs of others first before his
own. Upon hearing of the incessant fighting between his
servants and Lot’s servants, he made a bold decision to sep¬
arate himself from his nephew. Instead of telling Lot to go
to the left or to go right of the land, while he went in the
other direction, he gave Lot the first choice: “Let there be
no strife between you and me, and between your herders
and my herders; for we are kindred. Is not the whole land
before you? Separate yourself from me. If you take the left
hand, then I will go to the right; or if you take the right
hand, then I will go to the left.” (Genesis 13:8-9). A good
father is one who can discern a problem and suggest a work-
‘Genesis 18: 17-19 NRSV.
'We will interchange Yahweh and God in this article for varying
the d ivine name. However, hy God (Elohim) we mean Yahweh, a male
deity. God, on the other hand, is genderless. God is superior to Yahweh,
the action god, the appointee of the divine council of the gods. See
Mafico, “The Divine Compound Name,” Journal of Northwest Semitic
Languages 22 (1996): 155-173.
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ing solution. Abraham’s humility and faith in God were
attributes of an exemplary father. Those attributes helped
his stability in testing times, the example that a father of
nations was expected to exhibit.
Call of Gideon
Gideon lived at a time when the Israelites were
overwhelmed by the Midianites. They had no freedom
to do anything without being menaced by them. We
read in Judges 6:3-4 that “when Israel had sown, . . .the
Midianites came up, and the Amalekites, and the chib
dren of the east, even they came up against them; . . .they
encamped against them, and destroyed the increase of
the earth, . . .and left no sustenance for Israel, neither
sheep, nor ox, nor ass.”
God called Gideon to he a military leader because
he possessed military prowess. His divine commission
to deliver the Israelites from the Midianite oppression
reflected this attribute. Although similar to the call of
Moses, his call is more akin to the call of other deliv-
erers in the Book of Judges, except we do hear of the
spirit of God entering him. Moreover, Gideon was not
called because he was a devout worshipper of Yahweh;
nor was he serving Yahweh at the time of his call.
Rather, he was going about his normal work to make a
living during the hard times created by the Midianite
military invasion of Israel (Judges 6:1 '6). To deliver the
Israelites, Yahweh sought a person with the necessary
credentials to accomplish the task. It was Gideon’s
innate valor that persuaded God to call him. Without
increasing his valor, God used the valor that Gideon
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already possessed.s
It is no wonder then that when the Israelites cried
(Hebrew yatsa‘)9 to Yahweh on account of the Midianites,
Yahweh sought a military leader and identified Gideon as
well-equipped to deliver the Israelites (Judges 6:7). Gideon’s
call shows that God calls some people not primarily because
they are righteous, holy, upright, or devout. In crisis situa¬
tions, God seeks those with the qualities for accomplishing
the desired tasks rather than pious-do-nothings.10 In some
cases, it is after a person has been identified and called that
sanctification begins. To substantiate this important point,
we briefly turn to the call of Moses.
Call of Moses
Moses was born in Egypt when the Israelites were expe¬
riencing the most brutal persecution by the Egyptians. The
Israelites cried (Hebrew yatsa) to Yahweh, and at the time
there was apparently no one among the Hebrews that he
could commission to deliver Israel. Therefore, Yahweh pre-
"When Moses was called, he tried hard to ask Yahweh for speech
therapy and for other help. God replied: “What is that in your hand?”
(Genesis 4:2). In other words, God had already endowed Moses with
what it would take to achieve the mission for which he was sending
him. In the same way, Gideon was to achieve his mission with the
power that he already possessed.
"The Hebrew word yatsa' does not mean ordinary crying. It is a
technical term meaning crying in distress because of unbearable oppres¬
sion. It is a distress call made to Yahweh who always responds to such
calls regardless of whether those crying are his followers or not. In
Amos 2, Yahweh judges the nations for their excessive cruelty to one
another.
'This point explains why in Isaiah 45 Yahweh calls Cyrus his
anointed whose right hand he has grasped (45:1). Cf. Isaiah 10:5 where
Yahweh refers to Assyria as the rod of his anger. Thus, Yahweh can call
even “pagan” people to perform specific tasks.
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pared Moses for the work of liberating the Israelites from
Egyptian bondage. Because Moses was going to serve in sev¬
eral capacities, as liberator and law-giver, Moses received
leadership training.
First, Moses must fully identify with the oppressed
Israelites. He could not avoid this, being born by Hebrew
parents at a time of great Egyptian repression. Pharaoh
made a decree that all Hebrew male children should he
killed at birth (Exodus 2:16). To spare Moses, his mother
hid him for some time. Nothing much is said about his
father because he, too, must have been working in the
oppressive brickyards.11 The significance of women at cru¬
cial moments of human survival has not been given suffi¬
cient attention.
The Bible demonstrates that when human beings anni¬
hilate others, a woman, Eve (Hebrew hwh, “life generator”)
is able to generate new life in a people. When women oper¬
ate in this mode, men take secondary positions. This
explains why the Jews in modern times revere Rachel’s
tomb as one of their holiest places. Jeremiah, the prophet,
said: “A voice was heard in Ramah, lamentation, and bit¬
ter weeping; Rachel weeping for her children refused to be
comforted for her children, because they were not.
(Jeremiah 3:15)
Esther responded to save the Israelites when they were
threatened with mass murder at the hand of Haman.
(Esther 4:15-17) A closer study of the scriptures shows that,
although the woman’s voice appears mooted in the Hebrew
"But there could be other reasons explaining the absence of men
when a deliverer is born. We notice that even in the time of Jesus
when the Israelites were under Roman rule, Joseph, the father of Jesus,
was always overshadowed hy Mary and later disappeared from view
without a trace.
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and New Testament, their wisdom and saving actions are
boldly recorded in the Hebrew Bible.12 Returning to the call
of Moses, we notice the ingenuity of a woman in strategiz-
ing the survival of Moses and, ultimately, the salvation of
the Israelites as a whole.
When Moses’ mother saw that she could not hide Moses
any longer, she decided to implement Pharaoh’s decree:
“Every hoy that is horn to the Hebrews11 you shall throw
into the Nile, hut you shall let every girl live.” (Exodus 1:22)
Moses’ mother understood this hut carefully exploited its
loopholes. First, she noticed that the decree did not say
male children should not be thrown into the Nile in baskets
plastered with bitumen and pitch. (Exodus 2:3) Moreover,
nowhere was there mention that the children could not he
thrown into the Nile near the place where the princess of
Pharaoh would come and bathe. Finally, Moses’ mother
understood the difference between men’s and women’s
attachment to children. Generally, men love children with
their minds but women love with their hearts and wombs
because they have rahumin, a Hebrew word meaning “com¬
passion,” “mercy,” “pity.”14
Two women orchestrated the initial process of the
Israelites’ deliverance from Egypt—Moses’ mother and his
sister who is later identified as Miriam (Exodus 15:20).
i:It is significant that the main sustaining factors for humanity are
feminine, e.g., dr, “city,” eres, “land,” “earth,” adamah, “dry ground,”
hokmah, “wisdom,” binah, “understanding,” “perception,” and da'at,
“knowledge.”
’ Samuel Greek Targum: Hebrew lacks to the Hebrews.
HCompassion, mercy, pity, favor, i.e., the state or condition of
receiving favor, and so in some contexts, not he in judgment or
deserved punishment, implying relationship (2 Samuel 24:14). See R.
Laird Harris, ed., Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, vol. 2
(Chicago: Moody Press, 1980), #2146, 841.
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Moses’ mother threw him into the Nile River in a basket.
She utilized the slavery status of the Israelites to liberate
them from slavery. She told Miriam to remain close to the
place where the princess would come to bathe, knowing
when the princess noticed the crying baby, she would have
pity on him. At that point, Miriam should offer to seek a
nanny from among the Hebrew slave women. Happily, the
events at the Nile took place exactly as Moses’ mother had
predicted. Pharaoh’s daughter accepted the offer of a Hebrew
nanny. By divine providence, Moses ended up in his moth¬
er’s care (Exodus 2:9). As children’s foundational reality is
learned at an early age, Moses must have learned this by
observing the servitude of his father and the suffering of his
mother as she kept the home. He must also have heard his
mother tell the stories of whom the Hebrews were prior to
their servitude and the promises Yahweh made to Abraham.
The next attribute Moses needed in order to carry out
his mission was to receive sapiental education. As a son of
a Hebrew slave, there was no way he would acquired edu¬
cation in wisdom. However, by being adopted by Pharaoh’s
daughter, he became a prince who could one day become
king. A prince was, therefore, required to learn wisdom at
the feet of an Egyptian sage.15 People in prestigious institu¬
tions often disassociate themselves from their lowly her-
15The wisdom covers topics such as “truth and integrity, generosity,
and moderation, power, and timely speech, the need to ‘hear’ (and
obey), a correct relationship with officials, women, one’s household and
friends. By and large a certain upper-class morality, eventually democ¬
ratized, is evident. Warnings are given against pride and any lack of dis¬
cipline. The model person is the ‘silent’ one. Silence is a sign of self-
control and thoughtfulness, a characteristic of one who is master of the
situation, in contrast to the rash, impetuous person.” See David Noel
Freedman, ed., “Extra Biblical Wisdom” [Egypt] The Anchor Bible
Dictionary, vol. 6 (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 928-929.
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itage; thereby, they negate their historical identity.16 Moses
was different. He frequented the brickyard to see how his
kinsfolk were faring. He kept his past history alive by mak-
ing visits to his people. It is Moses’ combination of palace
and brickyard, the citadel and the ghetto, that ultimately
triggered him to complete his divine training to deliver
Israel and lead them through the wilderness.
Let us follow Moses on one of his brickyard visits. One
day Moses visited the brickyard and saw an Egyptian heat¬
ing a Hebrew slave (Exodus 2:11). With nationalist pas¬
sion, he killed the Egyptian, apparently without anyone
helping him. This incident speaks also of Moses’ boldness
and power. He buried the Egyptian in the sand and appar¬
ently returned to the palace. On another occasion, he saw
a Hebrew heating another Hebrew. He intervened and tried
to reconcile them by asking the assailant, “Why do you
strike your fellow Hebrew”? The assailant scared Moses by
asking him how he became the judge and also asked him
whether he would murder him like he did the Egyptian
(Exodus 2:14). Moses realized that the murder of the
Egyptian was no longer a secret. He, therefore, fled Egypt
for his own safety. But the flight was God’s design: Moses
could complete his final training for the leadership of Israel
through the burning wilderness.17
When Moses was called to liberate the Israelites, he had
demonstrated passion for his people and had acquired good
education. But he did not know the way, nor did he have
the practical skills to lead people through the desert. Moses
1 Cf. Marcia Riggs, “Answering God’s Call in Academe,” Journal of
the Interdenominational Theological Center XXII, no. 2 (Spring 1995):
201. Riggs stresses that her parents made sure she knew who she was.
Biblical leadership and the desert are a motif that needs closer
examination.
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needed survival skills in the desert. Leading the children of
Israel out of Egypt would be a great achievement in itself,
hut to sustain them through the desert would remain a for¬
midable challenge. Thus, God used Moses’ violent temper
as a trigger to move him from Egypt to live in the desert for
many years. Later, Moses must have felt comfortable in the
desert because he even married Zipporah, Jethro’s daughter,
by whom he had a son (Exodus 2:22). We do not know
whether the oppression of his kinsfolk in Egypt was still
preoccupying his mind or not, after being away from Egypt
for such a long time. At the time of his call, Moses may
have been more concerned about the welfare of Jethro’s
flock and of his own family. Moses has now completed his
leadership training process. He knows his true identity, is
brave and passionate for his people, and knows how to sur¬
vive in the desert.
When God appeared to Moses, he was deep in the Sinai
desert looking for pasture for the flock. On a certain day, he
drove his flock far away from home and reached the moun¬
tain of the ’elohim, “gods.” (Exodus 3:1) While there,
Yahweh appeared to him in the form of a burning hush that
was not consumed.
It is important to note that Moses was called while per¬
forming his routine tasks. He was not in the sanctuary pray¬
ing, nor offering sacrifice. Nowhere is it mentioned that he
was a worshipper of Yahweh albeit he was working for the
priest of Midian. Moreover, Moses does not appear to have
been a righteous person when God called him. He had mur¬
dered an Egyptian and did not even repent of this ques¬
tionable act. It seems as though, at this time of the
Israelite’s liberation, God was more interested in Moses’
credentials to liberate the children of Israel from Egyptian
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oppression than being concerned about seeking a righteous
person with no liberation skills. These are the characteris-
tics of a liberating leader that God noticed in Moses.
Moses had no identity crisis because he remained a
Hebrew in spite of having been brought up as a prince.18
He was a hold man, unafraid to confront an Egyptian man
heating one of his kinsfolk, strong enough to even kill him.
Escaping to Midian, he confronted several male shepherds
at a well who were making it hard for Pharaoh’s daughters
to fetch water for their flock (Exodus 2:16-18). It is that
bravery that won him the favor of Jethro, who even gave
him the hand of his daughter, Zipporah, as his wife. Moses
was also the most educated Hebrew man, having acquired
sapiental education. Living in the desert for many years, he
also knew how to survive in the wilderness.
Moses also showed his boldness at the burning hush. A
hush was burning without being consumed. Moses appears
to have been alone when he saw this burning hush. Instead
of fleeing for his life, he bravely moved toward the specta-
cle to investigate. When God saw that Moses had turned to
check it out, God revealed himself. This is the point that
Hahel has marked as the beginning of Moses’ call. But as we
have attempted to demonstrate, Moses’ call began before
his birth. God had a plan for Moses with a long time of ges¬
tation because God is not in a hurry. He would rather wait
for the right person to grow up than for the wrong person
to meddle in the ministry.
Hahel ’s analysis is helpful, but it does not do justice to
the different ways that Yahweh used to call people for vary¬
ing tasks. Moreover, it does not show the various ways by
'"He was identified by Jethro’s daughters as a Hebrew man.
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which Yahweh prepared those whom he called to perform
the assigned tasks. For example, when Yahweh called peo-
pie for military leadership, the main criterion that qualified
the person’s call was military prowess. Almost all the milk
tary deliverers in the Book of Judges were similarly called.
They led because the spirit of Yahweh (ruach), the liberat-
ing passion, was upon them, not because Yahweh had
noticed their righteousness. It is no surprise that “judges”
like Samson ended up abusing the power for the liberation
of Israel that Yahweh had accorded them. Besides, Samson
did not set a good example as a military leader in spite of
being chosen by Yahweh. He prayed to Yahweh only when
he was in prison (Exodus 2:18).
Moses was called to perform two tasks. First, he was
called to liberate the children of Israel from Egyptian
oppression. Then Yahweh told him that he and the
Israelites would worship Yahweh on Mount Sinai. As a sign
that he had called him, Yahweh said, “. . .this shall he the
sign for you that it is I who sent you: when you have brought
the people out of Egypt, you shall worship God on this
mountain.” (Exodus 3:12) Moses had a dual vocation: deliv¬
erance of the Israelites and teaching them to worship
Yahweh. The second vocation required Moses’ sanctifica¬
tion. Thus, when Moses drew nearer to the burning hush,
Yahweh said to him, “Come no closer! Remove the sandals
from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is
holy ground” (Exodus 3:5). Moses could not go to Egypt to
liberate the Israelites like the “judges” (shofetim). Although
he was a brave man, as was demonstrated by his killing of the
Egyptian and driving away the male shepherds who were pre¬
venting Jethro’s daughters from fetching water for their
flock, Yahweh also required him to be morally exemplary.
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Therefore, he must first remove the sandals from his feet
because he was standing on holy ground.19
Feet among the Israelites represented the dirtiest part of
a person’s body. This explains why when they were eating,
they would place their feet as far away from the food as pos-
sible, albeit their feet would have been washed. Therefore,
the feet represented impurity.20 The sandals were dirty
because they were a covering for dirty feet. For Moses to
represent Yahweh in a priestly21 role, he must first remove
his sandals. Only then could he stand on holy ground and
summon others to God by both word and exemplary deed.
The removal of the sandals by a callee necessitated the
callee to become separate, i.e., holy.22 Several times the
Israelites told Moses to speak to Yahweh and not let Yahweh
speak to them directly because they were afraid of meeting
God in their sinful state. In Exodus 20:19-21 we read: “. . .
and [the Israelites] said to Moses, ‘You speak to us, and we
will listen; but do not let God speak to us, or we will die.’
Moses said to the people, ‘Do not be afraid; for God has
come only to test you and to put the fear of him upon you
so that you do not sin.’ Then the people stood at a dis¬
tance, while Moses drew near to the thick darkness where
God was.” The Israelites could not stand on or near the
holy ground because they felt that they were not spiritually
'It is mandatory in the Islamic religion to remove your shoes upon
entering the mosque.
20See Samuel M. Jackson and Lefferts A. Loetscher, “Foot-
Washing,” New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge, vol.
4 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1966), 339-340. “St. Bernard
of Cla irvaux in his sermon, De caena Domini, recommends foot-wash¬
ing as a daily sacrament for the remission of sins.”
'Moses played a priestly role throughout his leadership of Israel in
the wilderness. See, especially, the Book of Leviticus.
Be holy as your lather is holy (Leviticus 20:7).
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worthy to he near the holy God. But Moses, who had gone
through a process of sanctification, was able to draw near to
the thick darkness that represented God’s presence (Exodus
19:21b).
We note that when Yahweh called people to the min¬
istry of establishing a relationship with God, the callee’s
credentials of holiness were primary, unlike those of the
people called for military leadership. But again, God was
involved in preparing the callee for the job.
Call of Saul
Saul is another example of a person called by God for his
military valor and passion, not for his piety.23 Saul was look¬
ing for his father’s lost asses when Samuel disclosed to him
that God was calling. His choice to leadership depended on
his looks and not on his zeal for Yahweh. As the text states:
. . .Saul [was] a handsome young man. There was
not a man among the people of Israel more handsome
than he; he stood head and shoulders above everyone
else (Isaiah 9:2). . . .LORD had revealed to Samuel:
‘Tomorrow about this time I will send to you a man from
the land of Benjamin, and you shall anoint him to be
ruler over my people Israel. He shall save my people
from the hand of the Philistines; for I have seen the suf¬
fering of my people, because their outcry has come to
me.’ (1 Samuel 9:15-16).
The conversation between Yahweh and Samuel makes
:'The choice of Saul as king is complicated hy conflicting sources
in I Samuel 8:9-10 and 11. In 1 Samuel 11:5-9, it was Saul’s charisma
that enabled him to be chosen military leader.
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it quite clear that Saul was chosen to deliver the children
of Israel from the Philistines. Yahweh was responding to the
cry (Hebrew tsaaqah) of the people of Israel because of the
Philistine invasion. In one of the sources, Saul’s call follows
the pattern of the “judges” of the Book of Judges. Yahweh’s
primary concern is the liberation of the Israelites from the
Philistines and not whether Saul is righteous or not at the
time of his call. The issue of righteousness is not unimpor¬
tant, hut it normally follows later. What we notice is that
God focused on the most pressing crisis first. When that
crisis is resolved, then Yahweh reassigned the person to
other duties that may, at that time, require that the callee
undergo the process of sanctification.
Call of Isaiah
The call of Isaiah is also enlightening due to its revela¬
tion of the necessity for sanctification for those called to
priestly and prophetic ministry. Isaiah had a vision of
Yahweh sitting on his throne, high and lifted up. In atten¬
dance were the cherubim and seraphim engaged in devout
worship. They were singing a song that repeatedly empha¬
sized Yahweh’s holiness. Isaiah immediately realized that he
was not worthy to he near this holy symphony, being aware
that he was unclean and also lived among people of
unclean lips (Isaiah 6:5). In other words, Isaiah immediate¬
ly noticed his unworthiness to draw people to God when
he, too, was just like them. To he acceptable as a servant of
Yahweh required his cleansing or sanctification. One of the
seraphim drew a coal of fire taken from the altar, and
touched his lips saying, “Now that this has touched your
lips, your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out”
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(Isaiah 6:7).24 It is after this cleansing that Isaiah received
the divine commission:
“Go and say to this people:
‘Keep listening, hut do not comprehend;
keep looking, hut do not understand.’ ”
(Isaiah 5:9-10)
Having been cleansed, Isaiah could now hold a conver¬
sation with Yahweh to fully understand the dimension of
his commission. His specific task was to prophesy to the
people whose ears were completely closed. They saw with
their eyes hut were no longer perceptive enough to discern
what Yahweh was about to do. But Isaiah was to prophesy,
nonetheless, so that the Israelites would not make an
excuse that they were not forewarned. Isaiah was, therefore,
sent to “preach” although he would not make any converts.
His vocation was primarily to warn and not to establish a
religious movement.
The mistake of modern callees is to assume that they are
always called to convert people to church. Instead of con¬
centrating on the mission of warning the people, they
become preoccupied with the “numbers game,” i.e., count¬
ing how many people they have converted and how many
people are attending their church. While this is important,
it is not the only mission that God calls people to do.
Preaching a prophetic message that may he shunned by the
people may he as valid as the call to fill a church with con¬
verts. At all events, the call of Isaiah demonstrates that
some people are called to warn people of the coming doom,
24Fire is used as a cleansing agent in the Bible.
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people not necessarily converted due to their being accub
turated in wicked ways. They hear the Word but no longer
care about the consequences of their actions. They are now
used to the “joy of sin.”
Call of Jeremiah
The call of Jeremiah is significant. It demonstrates that
Yahweh calls some people long before they are even born
(Jeremiah 1:4-5). Furthermore, this text underscores the
point we have been making that those called to represent
Yahweh as spiritual leaders must be consecrated before
engaging in their commission. Yahweh told the objecting
Jeremiah:
“Before 1 formed you in the womb 1 knew you,
and before you were born I consecrated you;
I appointed you a prophet to the nations.”
(Jeremiah 1:5)
Jeremiah is to be a prophet to the nations, not only to
his parochial community and residence. This seems to
mean that those who are called by God in modern times
must be clear as to the specific duty Yahweh wants them to
do. Is it to convert people or simply to warn them of the
impending doom, letting them make a choice? Is the mim
istry to he parochial, regional, national, or international?
Only when those called to ministry are quite clear of the
dimension of their call, will they feel encouraged even
when their ministry appears to fail. Some ministries’ success
is not determined by numbers, but by whether or not the
callee has faithfully discharged the specific commission.
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The key to success in ministry is when the callee absolute'
ly discerns God’s call. Although Yahweh reassigns people, it
is clear from studying the various calls in the Bible that the
initial commission is specific. (See Exodus 3:7'9.):"
Types of Call
The foregoing discussion suggests that there are two
types of people Yahweh calls and commissions. The first
type comprises those called because they possess the neces-
sary skills to perform a specific duty, not necessarily because
they are holy. After performing their initial duties, God
may reassign them to tasks requiring sanctification. The
second type is called and commissioned to draw people
nearer to God. People called for this type of ministry first
undergo a process of sanctification in order that they therm
selves may draw near to God to hear and communicate
God’s word to the people. They can only intercede for the
people if they are close enough to God themselves.
Looking at God’s call closely, notice that God’s call God
not follow one fixed structure. God’s approach to those
called to ministry may he divided into three main cate'
gories: (1) the direct or dialogical call, (2) the indirect or
durative call, and (3) the command and immediate call.
These different categories of a divine call can only he dis-
cussed briefly in this article.
A dialogical call involves a discussion involving God
and the callee about the commission. Oftentimes, the
callee is reluctant to do the work because of inadequacies.
At was after Moses accomplished the first commission that God
reassigned him to spiritual matters.
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Moses is a good example of this type of call. In Exodus
chapters three and four, Moses tries hard to convince God
that he was not fit for the mission. Normally, the callees did
not succeed in their objections. When God identifies a per'
son suitable for a mission, that person may argue. The end
result is always the same: the person will do whatever it is
God is requesting.
The indirect or durative call is induced on the callee by
other people. In the case of Samuel, Hannah exposed
Samuel to God’s call by vowing to God that if he gave her
a son, she would dedicate him for the service of Yahweh (1
Samuel 1:11). Samuel worked as the priest Eli’s protege
until he was a young man. He was loyal to Eli because Eli’s
voice was the only authoritative voice he knew. When God
called him, he thought he was hearing the voice of Eli and
rushed to him. It was the third call when Eli realized that
God was calling the young man. Being a good mentor, he
told Samuel to answer in these words, “Speak, LORD, for
your servant is listening.” (1 Samuel 3:9b) It is from that
day Yahweh began to communicate with Samuel directly.
Unlike Moses and Gideon, Samuel did not object to serv-
ing Yahweh because he was already separated from his peers
and consecrated to God by his parents. He was not com-
missioned to perform any specific task, not even to report
God’s words to Eli. Eli had to press Samuel to divulge what
the LORD had said. But that Samuel was a god-fearing man
is clearly stated: “As Samuel grew up, the LORD was with
him and let none of his words fall to the ground. And all
Israel from Dan to Beer-sheba knew that Samuel was a
trustworthy prophet of the LORD. The LORD continued to
appear at Shiloh, for the LORD revealed himself to Samuel
at Shiloh by the word of the LORD. (1 Samuel 3:19-21)
30 The Journal of the ITC
In a command or immediate call, Yahweh does not dis¬
cuss the call with the person he calls. Instead, God com¬
mands the person to perform the divine assignment immedi¬
ately. In this type of call, the person called saw the word or
the word comes to the callee. Amos saw the word of Yahweh
concerning Israel in the days of King Uzziah of Judah (Amos
1:1). In the case of Hosea, the word of the LORD came to him
in the days of King Uzziah (Hosea 1:1). The word in this case
is not abstract; it is concrete. That is why the prophets felt
the pressure to deliver it to the Israelites.
The command or immediate calls are always in the
imperative mood and assume that the callee is a devout
Yahwist. Therefore, no sanctification is necessary in this
case. The callee finds it impossible to refuse the call on the
grounds of impurity of lips, as in the case of Isaiah, or being
too young, like Jeremiah. Once they see the word of
Yahweh or the word comes to them, they feel compelled to
declare it. This is how Amos, Hosea, and most of the Minor
Prophets were called by Yahweh.
Conclusion
It should he emphasized that the way God calls people
is multifarious depending on the tasks to perform. For
ministries such as liberation, God will call those with the
skills to do so. But for church and prophetic ministries in
which the spokespersons represent God, the callees must
first all go through a process of sanctification. Finally, calls
are in three categories: (1) dialogical and durative, e.g.,
Moses’ call; (2) indirect and induced, e.g., Samuel’s call;
and (3) direct and imperative, e.g., the call of most
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prophets.26 Therefore, the form and call narrative that schoh
ars have categorized is not representative of the majority of
the calls recorded in the Bible.
"William H. Myers, God’s Yes Was Louder Than My No: Rethinking
the African American Call to Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: William H.
Eerdmans, 1994), 71-74 also notes three types of God’s call: cata-




Mother God / Father God of us all
Remind my brothers that I, too, am Imago Dei
That being made in Your image
sanctilies, justifies, and qualifies me to
hold all offices of the Church
exercise all gifts for the Church
perform all duties in the Church
without apology.
Lord hear our prayers.
O, Creator of Justice for all
Prompt my brothers to understand
That their idolatrous attachment to traditions
Denies, decries, and defies Spirit's work in me to
preach good news to the poor
comfort the brokenhearted
liberate any in captivity
without apology.
Lord, hear our prayers.
Holy Trinity he our all
Teach my brothers that You hear my prayers
That the uncommon names I call when I call on You





Lord, hear our prayers.
Amen.
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SPIRITUALITY, HEALTH, AND HAPPINESS IN
MINISTRY: HOW NEUROSCIENTIFIC DATA




These are not easy times to be pastors! Respect for the
office has been in marked decline for the past decades. This is evi¬
denced by hard data provided by the Southern Baptist
Convention earlier in this decade. Over 760 pastors were
reportedly fired in 2000, a figure which was merely part of a fif¬
teen-year pattern in the Convention.1 David Goetz in his arti¬
cle, “Forced Out,” indicates that nearly one-fourth of all clergy
from various denominations surveyed had been fired at least
once!2 Kevin Leicht, director of The Institute for Inequality
Studies, The University of Iowa, concludes that the ministers’
firing rate is higher than the national labor force, higher than
even the rate of dismissal among football coaches in the NFL.3
*Mark Ellingsen is associate professor, Church History, Interdenominational
Theological Center, Atlanta, Georgia, and a former professor at the Institute for
Ecumenical Research, Strasbourg, France.
'Larry Witham, Who Shall Lead Them? The Future of Ministry in
America (London: Oxford University Press, 2005), 90.
:See David L. Goetz, “Forced Out,” Leadership: A Practical Journal
for Church Leaders 17 (Winter 1996): 40-49.
'Austin Cline, Turnover in the Clergy: Why Don’t Clergy Keep
Their Jobs? [newsletter online] (July 6, 2006, accessed 7 December
2006); available from http://atheism.ahout.com; Internet. Also see
Jackson W. Carroll, “Protestant Pastoral Ministry at the Beginning of
the New Millennium” (paper presented at the Society for the Scientific
Study of Religion and Religious Research Association, Houston, TX,
October 18, 2001).
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G. Lloyd Rediger in Clergy Killers calls this the “clergy killer
phenomenon.”4 Ministry in America today is not a secure joh.
It would he interesting to observe if only African-
Americans had been polled. Would the statistics be differ¬
ent? Would there he higher satisfaction levels? These data
support the writer’s perceptions when attending clergy gath¬
erings, no matter what the denominational or ethnic com¬
position of the group. There is a lot of complaining and
unhappiness among pastors. And where there is not much
happiness, there is not much health. Interestingly, a more
recent survey conducted by the National Opinion Research
Center in Chicago for a Duke University Pulpit & Pew
research project seems to correct this perception of low cler¬
gy morale. The study reveals that seven in ten clergy report
never having considered leaving the ministry."
At first glance, these numbers look better. But when one
notes that nearly one-third of the clergy surveyed have con¬
sidered leaving the ministry, the happiness of American pas¬
tors does not look so good. Indeed, the survey also indicates
that nearly one in five congregations endure major conflict,
with leaders or members leaving the church. There are many
unhappy pastors in America—too much stress for the impor¬
tant job the Church expects its leaders to do.
Why such unhappiness and what can be done about it?
There are two distinct, though related factors with unhap¬
piness with the pastoral vocation—the breakdown of
authority (the laity’s loss of confidence in leadership) and
the almost wholesale, uncritical adoption by most mainline
4G. Lloyd Rediger, Clergy Killers: Guidance for Pastors and
Congregations under Attack (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox
Press, 1997), 2.
"John Dart, “Survey: Protestant Pastors Happy, Content,” The
Christian Century 119, no. 7 (March 27, 2002): 14.
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churches of a therapeutic vision of reality. But new, cut'
ting'edge data concerning research on the human brain
coupled with what traditional theology has always taught
regarding the Christian life as a joyous cross-bearing pro-
vide fresh insights to cope with our anxieties.
How We Got Into Our Present Predicament
There is no question that pastors’ authority has been erod'
ing significantly since the 1950s. Even if we grant the suppo-
sition that respect for authority has not eroded as much in the
African'American Church as in predominantly white main'
line denominations, we can all share horror stories of difficult
congregations having “booted” a colleague. Why? In African'
American circles, an educated laity expects more from their
pastors today than before the Civil Rights Movement; the
post'World War II G.I. Bill opened more opportunities. An
educated laity demands an educated clergy.6
This is just part of the picture. Our post'1960s social
ethos is all about individual needs, a function of the egO'
centric Narcissism permeating contemporary American
society, has made personal satisfaction the standard by
which all things are judged. If one’s needs are not met, the
relationship has to end.7 Cable television and the comput'
6C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, The Black Church in the
African American Experience (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1993), 129'130.
For an analysis of the impact of Narcissism on contemporary
American life, see the writer’s Blessed Are the Cynical: How Original Sin
Can Make America a Better Place (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press,
2003); also Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism: American Life
in an Age of Diminishing Expectations (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1979); and Cornel West, Race Matters, 2d ed. (New York:
Vintage Books, 2002).
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er ethos have taught us that we “deserve” to keep all the
options alive. Loyalty is boring. Besides, CEO management
policies have taught us that loyalty is bad business, not
good for your career. The rising divorce rates and larger
number of congregations terminating the service of their
clergy make perfect, insidious sense in such a climate.
Another related factor is the increasingly critical inter-
actions parishioners have with Protestant clergy that
emerges as a consequence of the prevalent optimistic view
of human nature which has permeated contemporary
American society at least since World War II. Its endorse¬
ment has been an exposure to German Enlightenment
modes of thinking (especially Relativism) to which more
and more Americans have been introduced, resulting from
the larger percentage of college graduates in the population
as a whole. This worldview with which our cultural elites
and media gurus have been trained in these quality schools
now infuses all segments of society through the media’s sat¬
uration with such thinking. Alongside, we can identify the
impact on American life of a therapeutic view of reality (a
reliance on the categories of psychology in order to under¬
stand all segments of everyday life). In America, this world¬
view is a result of Carl Jung’s influence and his optimistic
view of human capabilities, which has assumed hopefulness
about the goodness of human beings.8
At any rate, this optimism about what people are capa¬
ble of accomplishing, when not impeded by their “issues,”
leads many parishioners to have high expectations of their
clergy. This entails a lot more disappointment about today’s
'For a similar assessment of Jung’s optimism and his impact, see
Calvin Hall and Gardner Lindzey, Theories of Personality, 2d ed. (New
York: John Wiley & Sons, 1970), 111-112.
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pastors and will be felt in many congregations, as the obvh
ous shortcomings we all share become obvious. And if
these impede having some of the members’ personal needs
met, the Narcissists among them may even become angry.9
We can observe this therapeutic, optimistic mindset in
much of today’s popular rhetoric. Problematic behavior
relates to having “issues,” not a function of flaws in one’s
moral character. Likewise, efforts are made to explain such
behavior with reference to one’s socio-economic or family
background. How frequently we draw upon therapeutic jar¬
gon, as we refer to “values,” “mid-life crises,” “finding your¬
self,” “getting in touch with your feelings” “meeting your
needs,” and “self-esteem.” Ensconced in this thinking, we
have created an educational ethos in which academic
excellence promotes self-esteem and avoids any intellectu¬
al challenges perceived as “threatening.”
Though therapy can play an invaluable role in caring
for those in despair, in affording beneficial opportunities for
growth and self-exploration to people afraid to encounter
who they and their environment really are, the therapist’s
call to “turn inward” to examine the subconscious world of
feelings and fantasies fosters the prevailing paradigm for
living: a kind of Narcissism. The result is a preoccupation
with blurring the boundaries between one’s self and the
world; people and life’s tasks lose their own independent
value. When the focus of everything is relative to one’s self,
then others have no real independent reality and worth.
They only have reality as vehicles for the individual’s grat¬
ification. This is the essence of the Narcissism which so
'For the analysis as a whole in this section, see Blessed Are the
Cynical, esp.120, 18-19; also Cline, “Turnover in the Clergy,” 1-2.
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infects American culture. Deconstruction and Relativism,
the belief that there is no objective, communal truth, that
all truth and meaning are functions of one’s individual cre¬
ativity imposed on objects, lend unwitting intellectual sup¬
port to our present, pervasive cultural selfishness and mean¬
inglessness.10
These dynamics do not just describe our present
American social aberrations; they undergird racism, eco¬
nomic exploitation, and the self-hating victimization that
transpires in some inner cities and other impoverished
locales. Such dynamics even explain the ennui of today’s
middle and upper classes as well. It is in this context the
American church ministers.
But this is also the ethos of our congregations (and our
pulpits) too. If it is all about myself and my feelings, what is
in it for me, if the Church and its pastors only have value
as vehicles of my receiving good feelings and being made to
feel important or successful (today’s Prosperity Gospel
seems to trade on these sentiments), then the likelihood of
conflict is clearly exacerbated as the pastor and the com¬
munity seek to minister to the common good. Ministering
to Narcissists is no easy task.
There is another reason for too many pastors’ unhappi¬
ness. The therapeutic mindset and the Narcissism it nur¬
tures have infected the leadership of mainline Protestant
Christianity too. Pastors themselves are saturated by the
therapeutic mindset and Narcissist outlook which incul¬
cates American culture. Even seminary training and certi-
'Tor these commitments by the proponents of Deconstruction, see
Jacques Derrida, Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques
Derrida (New York: Fordham University Press, 1997), 36-44, 129-140;
also Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1994), esp. 10.
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fication by many denominations is conducted with special
attention to whether the candidate for ordination is “psy-
chologically healthy” (by whatever the latest psychologi¬
cally “in” trait that is chic).”
With this sort of educational background and nurture, it
is little wonder that today’s pastors trained in the post-World
War II ethos, frequently reinterpret the Gospel to suit these
therapeutic/ Narcissist trends. And so success is measured in
ministry by whether you have “grown” a church in member¬
ship and finances. The Prosperity Gospel has taught us to
measure success by such visible space-time criteria.
One can see the preoccupation with therapeutic and
tangible means of gratification in how widely Christian spir¬
ituality and ethics have been saturated with such ways of
viewing reality. Attend a pastor’s conference comprised of
clergy from mainline denominations. One will surely hear
admonitions that pastors take care of themselves. And, if
the rhetoric turns to enhancing spirituality, the dominating
discourse will he about the needs and feelings of the speak¬
ers. In the past year, the writer attended several seminary
events devoted to spirituality, and almost without fail the
speakers spent three to four times being more concerned
with issues related to personal well-being and their context
than they spoke about God. That is a long way from the pre¬
scriptions of proponents of classical Christian spirituality
who practiced losing themselves in God.11
Other examples of the broad impact of a therapeutic,
even Narcissist mindset on the contemporary Protestant
mainline denominations are evident in how Jesus’ charge
Two good examples of the classical approach are Bernard of
Cla irvaux, Love of God (1127), X; Meister Eckhart, Expedit Vobis (n.d.).
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to “Love your neighbor as yourself’ (Matthew 19:19; Mark
12:31) has come to be an exhortation to love ourselves.
“You can’t love others if you don’t love yourself’ has
become the mantra of both pulpit and pew. Such exhorta-
tion to an erotic love that satisfies the self is a long way
from the self-denying agape love to which Jesus called the
faithful in these texts. This preoccupation with the self and
one’s personal well-being, along with the Narcissism which
characterizes much contemporary American life, goes a
long way towards explaining why so many churches spend
time and energy of late on questions of personal morality
(abortion, homosexuality, etc.), with relatively little to say
about broader social issues pertaining to the common good,
such as poverty, welfare, health care, ecology, and the like.
This “turn inward” describes both American society
and church life and also accounts for spiritual emptiness
and unhappiness among the clergy today. Recent cutting-
edge, neuro-scientific research bears out these suppositions.
When the most important thing in life is one’s own satis¬
faction, there is an emptiness that the self and the feeling
generated by self-gratification cannot fill. The part of the
brain being used is not rewarded, it seems, by the natural
chemical highs with which the brain rewards different,
more “other-directed” activities.
Cutting-Edge Research on the Brain
Exciting research on the brain has clarified why preoc¬
cupation with ourselves leads to unhappiness. Happiness, it
seems, is related at least in part to the chemicals in the brain
released when nerve impulses arrive in one of the brain neu¬
rons. These chemicals are neurotransmitters some of which
Spirituality, Health, Happiness in Ministry 43
are called monoamines, synthesized from amino acids found
in ordinary food. These transmitters relay messages from
one nerve cell to another in the brain. Such hrain chemi¬
cals are produced in neurons (the cells that carry informa¬
tion to and within the hrain). The hrain, it seems, is always
seeking to create new nerve connections; and this is espe¬
cially stimulated by gaining new knowledge or enjoying
new experiences, a process facilitated hy these chemical
neurotransmitters, some of which are called opoids, which
function almost like morphine in dulling pain.12
The neurotransmitter most involved in the experience
of happiness, bliss, or desire is termed dopamine, a tiny
molecule comprised of hydrogen, oxygen, carbon, and
nitrogen. It plays a role in stimulating curiosity, creativity,
and even sexual drive. Dopamine has several pleasurable
results. It heightens awareness of interesting situations,
waking us up to regard life as more interesting. It also stim¬
ulates pleasurable experiences for the brain’s dendrites (the
nerve cells of the brain which connect with other bodily
ce 11s, making it possible for the hrain to interpret the body’s
experience). It causes them to remember good experiences.
In addition, dopamine serves to control our muscles, to
ensure that when the hrain gives orders the rest of the body
executes what we have willed. Not surprisingly, dopamine
creates a “high” that activates a response. Under the influ¬
ence of dopamine, the hrain learns to make new connec-
' For this exposition of the new insights in neurobiological research
the writer is indebted to Stefan Klein, The Science of Happiness: Hoiv
Our Bodies Make Us Happy—and What We can Do to Get Happier (New
York: Marlowe &. Company, 2006), esp. 35-37, 56-58, 107; also
Michael Lemonick, “The Biology of Joy,” Time, 17 January, 2005, A12-
A19; and Dean Hamer, The God Gene: How Faith Is Hardwired into Our
Genes (New York: Doubleday, 2004), esp. 103-108.
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tions, for this neurotransmitter prepares the neurons for
novelty. The more nerve impulses are passed from one cell
to another, the more connections that are established in
the hrain, the more these cells release dopamine and its
pleasurable reactions.
Monoamines like dopamine are not freely available to
the hrain. They are produced in the hrain cells (neurons).
In the case of dopamine, it is produced by cells in the ven-
tral tegmental and substantia nigra regions—cells located
deep in the mid-brain. These neuron clusters send these
neurotransmitters either to the striatum, which facilitates
and regulates bodily motion, or, most relevant for our pur¬
poses as church leaders, to the executive portion of the
hrain, the prefrontal cortex which regulates consciousness.
Neuropsychologist Richard Davidson of the University
of Wisconsin-Madison has gained additional insights
regarding the dynamics of happiness. He and his col¬
leagues have employed electrodes on subjects to determine
which parts of the hrain are most active when experienc¬
ing contentment. Measuring his subjects this way (much
like Buddhist monks in deep-bliss meditation), he discov¬
ered that in these instances the prefrontal cortex, the
outer layer of gray matter in the prefrontal lobe located
behind the eyes, is especially active (especially the left pre¬
frontal cortex).n
The prefrontal cortex is the locus of the hrain which
exercises executive functions. It is the seat of human
consciousness and of higher cognitive abilities like
abstract reasoning and complex analysis. It is also con-
'’See R. E. Wheeler, R. J. Davidson, and A. J. Tomarken, “Frontal
Brain Asymmetry and Emotional Reactivity: A Biological Substrate of
Affective Style,” Psychophysiologie 30 (1993): 547-558.
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nected to brain structures like the amygdala which gem
erates emotions. As such, the prefrontal cortex is charged
with controlling emotions. It is divided into two halves:
the right functioning to react to looming disaster, the left
operating pro-actively to enhance our well-being.
That this part of the brain would be more active than
other segments when we are happy makes sense. The left
prefrontal lobe’s purpose in regulating the brain’s neural
connections entails that the pleasurable sensations
resulting from the flow of dopamine to these particular
brain cells also has implications for the whole hrain.
And if the brain in its entirety is governed by such pleas¬
ure, it stands to reason that the whole person experiences
happiness.
These findings have rich implications for understand¬
ing how happiness is experienced, and why the dynamics
in American church life do not make happy pastors. We
are more likely to be happy when the left prefrontal cor¬
tex of the brain is in overdrive. Recall the functions of
this part of the brain. As the seat of abstract reasoning
and consciousness, it functions to control emotions.
And, when this part of the brain is in operation, it is
more likely to be saturated by pleasurable neurotransmit-
ters like dopamine. But in our therapeutic, Narcissist cli¬
mate, where we are encouraged to give free reign to our
feelings, where hard conceptual reflection and abstract
thinking are not encouraged (not even sometimes in the
academy), this part of our brain, in which the dopamine
flows, will not be exercised. In fact, the parts of the brain
which researchers have identified as most active when
people are unhappy are precisely the portions of the brain
most likely to be exercised in a society and church pre-
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occupied with finding pleasure and getting in touch with
the free expression of one’s emotions.14
The implications of this neurological research impacts
happiness in ministry, for happiness in daily life is striking.
If you spend too much energy and reflection on yourself,
your personal circumstances, and your emotions, the left
prefrontal cortex of your brain will not he too active and
the dopamine will not flow. But if ministry’s focus is on
something larger than ourselves and engages us in activities
calling for abstract reasoning and complex analysis, then
that frontal part of the brain goes into overdrive; the
dopamine is more likely to flow. The echoes of classical
Christian thought resonate profoundly in these reflections.
It is as Martin Luther King Jr. indicated in response to a
reader lamenting his sense of self: the young man’s unhappi¬
ness was occasioned by too much attention to himself and
not enough towards others. He wrote: “You probably lose
confidence in yourself because you are thinking too much
about yourself.” King advised him of the happy outcomes:
“Soon you will find that you spend so much time thinking
of others that you have little time to think of yourself.
There is so much more to think about than ourselves.”15
HFor a detailed discussion of Anonio Damasio’s findings see
“Subcortical and Cortical Brain Activity during the Feeling of Self-
Generated Emotions,” Nature Neuroscience 3, no. 10 (2000): 1949-
1056); regarding the parts of the brain which are active when people
experience unhappiness, see Klein, 17-19.
'’Clayborne Carson, ed. The Papers of Martin Luther King, Jr., vol.
IV, Symbol of the Movement January 1957 - December 1958, “Advice for
Living” (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 472.
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Neurological Roots for the Spiritual Life
How does all this relate to spirituality? It seems that
dopamine and the frontal lohe of the brain play crucial roles
here as well. Andrew Newherg, director of Nuclear
Medicine at the University of Pennsylvania Hospital scans
brains for a living. Scanning the brains of those in rnedita-
tion has revealed that in moments of deepest spiritual expe-
rience the frontal lohe and the frontal cortex (which
includes the prefrontal cortices) had the most obvious blood
flow—were most active. By contrast, the posterial parietal
lohe, which functions as the neurological region orienting
the self in space and time, defining the self, went blank.16
As in the case of happiness, spirituality is not likely to he
experienced when we are too preoccupied with our own
present circumstances, personal satisfaction, or our feelings.
Research indicates that there may he other genetic
dynamics contributing to spirituality. In order for the
dopamine to flow into the prefrontal cortex and the frontal
lobe (of which the prefrontal cortices are a part) it needs to
he released by the cells, and before that, such monoamines
must he wrapped up by membranes. In this process, the
gene called VMAT2 plays a crucial, necessary role in
dopamine-producing cells. After the cell produces the
monoamines, it wraps them with membranes, which are
strong, flexible material made out of proteins, sugars, and
fats. VMAT2 is the gene which weaves in and out of the
tiny spheres of the membranes, enclosing the dopamine
and other monoamines. It forms a channel across the mem-
!"See Andrew E. Newherg, Vince Rause, and Eugene V. D’Aquili,
Why God Won’t Go Away: Brain Science and the Biology of Belief (New
York: Ballantine Books, 2002); also Hamer, 121-123.
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brane, acting as the border crossing for dopamine and other
monoamines. Monoamines, once wrapped with mem'
branes, remain shielded until they are stimulated by pulses
of electronic energy from other cells. When that happens,
the VMAT2 transporter forms a channel across the mem-
brane that acts as a border crossing for the brain chemical.1.
The research suggests that if we do not have the right
kind of VMAT2, the dopamine does not flow as freely into
the cells of the frontal lobe (will not be experienced as a
significant alteration of monoamine signaling), and so not
only abstract thinking but also spirituality is less likely to be
pursued. This has led Andrew Newburg and more recently
Dean Hamer to refer to it as the “God gene.” Aided by
other research findings, Hamer has concluded that those
most inclined to value spirituality and to practice it by
exercising their frontal lobes of their brains more than the
back parts which predispose attention to the self, are espe-
cially rewarded by flows of higher levels of dopamine. And
without that experience, the experience of self-forgetful'
ness that comes with the shutting down of the parietal lobe
in favor of exercising the frontal lobe will not be rewarded.
As a result, such spiritual experiences will not be as valued
and so probably not sought as much as in the case of those
who get more natural highs from increased dopamine flow.
' For this explanation of the role of VMAT2, see Hamer, 72-76,105-106, 110; Max V. Myakishev, Y. Khripin, S. Hu, D. H. Hamer,“High Throughput SNP Genotyping by Allel Specific PCR withUniversal Energy-Transfer-Laheled Primers,” Genome Research 11
(2001): 163-169; George Uhl, S. Li, N. Takahashi, K. Itokawa, Z. Lin,M. Hazama, and I. Sora, “The VMAT2 Gene in Mice and Humans:
Amphetamine Responses, Locomotion, Cardiac Arrhythmias, Aging,and Vulnerability to Dopaminergic Toxins,” The FASEB Journal 14
(2000): 2459-2465.
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Research demonstrates, Hamer contends, that it is
largely a matter of the sort of VMAT2 gene one has. One
sort of genetic variation, according to human genome
research, pertains to whether one has nucleic acid cytosine
(C) in one’s DNA or another nucleic acid adenine (A).
Human beings with at least some C in their VMAT2 gene
seem to test higher with regard to spiritual sensitivity, self'
transcendence/forgetfulness and predisposition to exercise
the brain’s frontal lobe (the seat of spirituality). They have
the version of VMAT2 which allows the dopamine to rush
in and out of the individual’s vesicles (small elevations of
cells containing fluids like dopamine), setting off a rever-
berating circuit accelerated by strong signals from the
brain’s center and ever weaker input to the parietal lobes.18
These findings are significant: there are neurobio logical
foundations for spirituality, and the insights from this science
offer us perceptions about the practice of Christian spiritual'
ity. The lessons are similar to those we learned regarding
happiness. Just as one will not be happy if the main focus is
on one’s self, exercising the parietal lobe in the back of the
brain to the exclusion of concern with projects larger than
ourselves employing the prefrontal cortex, so our spiritual
lives are not likely to move beyond ourselves and our hang'
ups if we start with our own needs and circumstances.
Conclusion
The outcomes of the latest neurobiological and genetic
research come as no surprise to readers steeped in the rich
insights of the historic Christian faith. After all, the tradb
"Hamer, 138-139,70-76; Uhl, 2459-2465.
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tion has always been about saying “no” to the world and to
ourselves—to crucify the things of the world (Galatians
6:14), to hear the Cross (Mark 8:34-36), and to live our
Baptisms (Romans 6:1-14). We have already noted how the
theme of losing yourself in God recurs frequently in the his¬
toric tradition, in no less eminent Christians than Meister
Eckhart and Bernard of Clairvaux. Martin Luther King Jr.
made a similar point in his autobiography, “I say to you. . .
that if you have never found something so dear and pre¬
cious that you die for it, then you aren’t fit to live.”19 The
new scientific research verifies the medical-scientific
soundness of such a lifestyle.
In view of how thoroughly saturated we have become
in the American church in therapeutic jargon and out¬
looks, even to the point of indulging in Narcissism, there
seems to he hack-brained thinking among pastors and
laity today. (Recall, how often discussions among pastors
and the rhetoric about spirituality have become more like
quests for self-understanding and mental health than
about God.) But with that much activity in the parietal
lobe, the part of the brain not saturated by dopamine, it
is hardly surprising that ministry is not much fun for some
clergy and laity. And since spirituality is not likely to he
experienced by people concentrating on themselves, exer¬
cising that part of the brain, it is little wonder that many of
us tend to he less focused on God, caught up in American
society’s drive for success (Prosperity Gospel models of
ministry), infatuated with computer technology, and pas¬
sionate about the therapeutic agendas of self-care and
'°Claborne Carson, ed., The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr.(New York: Warner Books, 1998), 344-
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finding self-fulfi 1 Iment.
The new neuroscientific data also remind us that find'
ing happiness, wholeness, and enhancing spirituality in
ministry are not outcomes that we can will. In fact, they
are more likely to happen when we forget ourselves and
the outcomes. The parts of the hrain that work the hardest
in happy, spiritually-centered, and healthy people are the
neurons of the frontal lohe, the part of the hrain that does
not preoccupy us with ourselves and our space-time con-
text. When this part of the hrain is activated, which hap-
pens when we are involved with projects larger than our-
selves, then the dopamine flows, along with the happiness,
a sense of intoxication, and the contentment that this
monoamine provides.
How does it happen? When we focus on those larger
initiatives, a job assignment, a family project, a move'
ment that aims to make a difference (a game, a musical
interlude, or a semester of diligent study), self-care, self-
fulfillment (and other agendas of the therapeutic, Narcissist
mindset) do not matter as much. Are you not happiest in
your life in those times when you are lost in such activi¬
ties? Pastors who see their ministries (the weekly task of
sermon preparation and the counseling, the activities
and programs of their congregations or community min¬
istries) not just as demands and hassles of the job know
something of the happiness and joy in ministry, for the
dopamine has flowed in their brains. Christians who
experience this sort of joy and happiness are usually
healthy too. Various studies have demonstrated that
there is a direct connection between a sense of emotion¬
al well-being and life expectancy, that health is more
than a matter of genetics. Richard Davidson’s research
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indicates that happy people with active left prefrontal cor¬
texes have lower levels of cortisol, a hormone that depresses
immune function.20 When we spiritually engage in projects
larger than ourselves, it seems that there are more of our nat¬
ural resources available for fighting disease. Consequently, we
are likely to he healthier.
There is another intriguing insight about this brain
research. The frontal lobe is also activated in other activities
of concentration, including academic tasks. Want to he
happy? Forget your comfort levels, and spend some time learn¬
ing something new. It will extend the cell connections in your
brain, and generate a generous dopamine flow. The tasks of a
dedicated pastor and the preparation of a good sermon really
are compatible, for both involve the same parts of the brain,
and engage us in the self-denying, joyful lifestyle of the cross.
Likewise, you are not likely to have a meaningful spiritu¬
al life concentrating too much on yourself. Studies have
shown that, insofar as the parietal lobe in the hack of the
brain goes dim in spiritual experience, spirituality is enhanced
by inattention to one’s particular circumstances. In fact, on
neurological grounds, genuine spiritual experience seems
more like a sense of losing oneself in the whole (much like
the dynamics associated with happiness). One caught up in a
deep spiritual experience feels a delightful (dopamine-
inspired) sense of being one with all that is. This will not hap¬
pen if the primary purpose in prayer and meditation is about
spiritual fulfillment and having your needs met.21 Brain
:'Wheeler, “Frontal Brain Asymmetry,” 547-558; cf N. Adler, “Stress
and Health: Biology, Behaviour, and the Social Environment” (lecture
presented at the Annual Conference of the American Association for
the Advancement of Science, San Francisco, 2001); Klein, esp. 239.
:iSee Newberg, Why God Won’t Go Away; also Hamer, The God
Gene, esp. 128-129.
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research implies that the modem church and its theological
institutions may need to junk a lot of Post-Enlightenment
(including “Post-Modern”) models and get back to the old-
time religion of grace-inspired commitment and cross-
hearing.
Immersion in one’s studies as well as involvement in
communal and church activity can sometimes create a
sensation that you know the subject studied as well as you
know yourself. Sometimes in those moments the success
of the project into which you have been dedicated seems
to matter more to yourself than you do. Neurological
research entails that this should be no surprise; the same
part of the brain is operating and the same satisfying
brain chemical (the dopamine) is flowing. Who says the
academics pursuits, spirituality, and community activism
do not belong together? You will never be able to believe
that again if you consider the new neuro-scientific data.
The latest neurological research provides at least one
more hint for pastors’ happiness, health, wholeness, and
spirituality. They all fit together. Research indicates that
happiness may he enhanced among people who are
thankful. The Italian psychiatrist Giovanni Fava has
found that patients experiencing depression made
progress if encouraged to remember happy times, to cele¬
brate, and give thanks. This finding clearly converges
with the neurobiological data we have noted. When we
remember, we concentrate on a place and time which
does not correspond to out present context. No need for
the parietal lobe to he activated. Only the frontal lobe
(with all its dopamine) seems likely to function when we
are remembering and giving thanks. When you remember
in thanksgiving, you focus on the moments of intense
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happiness because the memory is geared to focus on the
happy high points, precisely when the intoxicating
dopamine flowed.22 Thankful remembrance is also a form
of spirituality. Bible stories and worship are essentially
such remembrances of thanks. Little wonder, then, that
Gallup Poll research indicates that regular church-goers
engaged in such remembrances have a higher percentage
of happiness than the American public as a whole by
nearly 10 percent.2’ And as we have noted, such happi¬
ness is likely to translate into better health.
Want to enjoy better spirituality, health, and more
happiness in ministry? Science and our faith commitments
tell us: stop striving for those qualities. Free yourself from
the demands of the Law (Galatians 3:10-14). Forget about
yourself, your needs, and your circumstances. Focus on God,
on neighbors, on endeavors outside yourselves; and then
spirituality, health, and happiness will take care of them¬
selves (thanks to the wonderful way that God created us [our
minds] and saves us). What a joyful, intoxicating perspective
for life and ministry.
"Giovanni Fava, “Well-Being Therapy: Conceptual and Technical
Issues,” Psycotherapy and Psychosomatics 68 (1999): 171-179; Klein,
202-204.
:,Joseph Carroll, “Americans’ Personal Satisfaction,” The Gallup
Organization, 2005.
I No Longer Bleed
I no longer bleed monthly
my body having the knife
cut the power of the blood
from me, a surgical
demise to save my life,
and still I miss the blood
of life, the breath from heaven
that lets the prophet bleed
for days and not die,
slough off the remains
of life potential,
the womb’s preparation
of the coming pregnancy
that never happens
1 no longer worry when
the blood doesn’t flow,
wondering if I am carrying a baby
I cannot afford, emotionally
or otherwise, the womb
itself no longer there and my
life saved, but empty of
the full heat of monthly
crimson tide
and still I miss the blood
of prophets that flows
the power, the power
in the blood and
the blood bearer




REFLECTIONS ON A SPIRITUALITY
OF PLACE
Introduction
Dus is a set of reflections on a spirituality of place, rather
than a scholarly treatment of the subject. You may find places
where you agree and places where you disagree: nothing to prove
here—just thoughts to consider. I will share a couple of my own
experiences related to a spirituality of place and invite you to
bring your own experiences into the conversation as well.
In fact, before you read further, pause to recall a place
sacred to you, a place where you had an encounter with God.
It may have been in a church; it may have been at home or at
work; it may have been in an outdoor setting. It may have
been recently or long ago. You may have been alone or with
other people. Recall that place and time and let it come fully
into your mind. What did you see, what did you hear, what did
you smell? What did you feel in that place? Now imagine
yourself visiting that place again, as you are today. How would
that feel? What would you want to do if you were there?
This memory of “sacred place,” of a place where you met
God, may stay in your mind as we consider the idea of a spir¬
ituality of place. Before we begin, though, let us define this
somewhat slippery term “spirituality,” which can mean differ¬
ent things in different cultural and religious settings. The
term “spirituality” can mean the experiences of life in rela¬
tionship with God and the practices that make up this rela-
*David Rensberger is professor, New Testament and Chair, Area I
(Biblical Studies and Languages), Interdenominational Theological
Center, Atlanta, Georgia.
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tionship and keep it going. The experience, the practices,
and the relationship are also shared with other people, with
one’s Christian community. Christianity itself, then, is seen
as a life lived in relationship with God and with other people
who share this primary relationship. Christian spirituality is
the responses and actions that make up that life of relation-
ship with God and with other people, the things that go
together to form the quality or character of that life.
Spirituality, understood in this way, is not the same as theol¬
ogy or ethics, though it is related to them. We might think of
it as theology in practice, or perhaps better as theology expe¬
rienced. “Spirituality” is not what people believe or think
about God hut what they experience as a result of their beliefs
and ideas. Spirituality is also not simply morally right con¬
duct, hut conduct aimed at sustaining relationship with God
(though in Christianity this inevitably includes a moral and
ethical component).
Place and Spirituality
In Protestant theology, we tend to think of the spiritual,
that which relates us to God, as disconnected from specific
places and times. We believe that God is present everywhere
and at all times. We do not believe that we need to go to a
holy place or wait for a sacred season to find God. Yet in our
experience as spiritual and religious people, we often find
that place and time do matter. For example, there are just
some things we think should and should not he done in a
church building. Christmas and Easter are special times for us
and our congregations. And many of us, as the exercise you
just did implies, have had encounters with God in particular
locations that continue to have a sacred character for us.
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In this light, consider Genesis 28:10-19:
Jacob left Beer-sheba and went toward Haran. He
came to a certain place and stayed there for the night,
because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of the
place, he put it under his head and lay down in that
place. And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on
the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven; and the
angels of God were ascending and descending on it. And
the Lord stood beside him and said, ‘I am the Lord, the
God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the
land on which you lie I will give to you and to your off¬
spring; and your offspring shall be like the dust of the
earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to the
east and to the north and to the south; and all the fami¬
lies of the earth shall he blessed in you and in your off¬
spring. Know that I am with you and will keep you wher¬
ever you go, and will bring you hack to this land; for I will
not leave you until I have done what I have promised
you.’ Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, ‘Surely
the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it!’ And he
was afraid, and said, ‘How awesome is this place! This is
none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of
heaven.’ So Jacob rose early in the morning, and he took
the stone that he had put under his head and set it up for
a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. He called that
place Bethel; hut the name of the city was Luz at the first.
This etiological story explains the origin of Bethel, the
site of a sacred shrine in Israel,1 by identifying it as a place
where Israel’s ancestor Jacob had had an encounter with God
'See Judges 20:18 NRSV; 1 Samuel 10:3 NRSV; 1 Kings 12:28-33
NRSV; Amos 4:4-5; 7:10-13 NRSV.
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and, therefore, had recognized the place itself as “the house
of God,” “the gate of heaven.” Places where God has been
experienced do inevitably seem to take on a quality suggest'
ing God can still he found there. In our lives, we may also
have had “Bethel experiences,” and mentally, at least, set up
our sacred pillars and altars in those places. Part of this has to
do with the social nature of human spirituality. Our relation'
ship with God is not just something that we have and do as
individuals, hut something that we share with other people,
as a community. Communities of belief and worship create
spaces where God is acknowledged, praised, and encouiv
tered. These places tend to he perceived as sacred, because
the communities treat them in that way, and this can con'
tinue even when the worshipping community changes.
Jerusalem itself was a Canaanite worship center before David
put the ark there. Christians have a long history of building
churches where other churches had been, and indeed where
synagogues or even pagan temples had been. We seek God in
places where we know that others have done so and in places
where we have encountered God. If we share our experiences
with others, they become spiritually significant.
There are some places, moreover, that just seem appro-
priate for worship in and of themselves. Something about
them seems to attract the human spirit toward the Divine.
When my family and I traveled to Israel more than thirty
years ago, we took a trip to Mount Gerizim in the central
part of the country. This mountain has been sacred for many,
many centuries to the Samaritans, the “other” Israelite peo'
pie with whom Jews have a difficult sibling relationship.
From the top of the mountain, you can see all the way to the
Mediterranean to the west and across the Jordan to the east.
On the day we visited, there was a powerful wind streaming
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across the top of the mountain from the sea. In the warm sun,
with the wind and the amazing view, I could easily tell why
people would think this place was sacred. Certain kinds of
places have always attracted worshippers and people seeking
encounter with God: mountains, like Gerizim; Zion; and Sinai
(also known as “Horeb the mountain of God,” where Moses,
the people of Israel, and the prophet Elijah all met God2; and
other mountains too, such as the Greek Olympus and the
Canaanite Hermon; deserts, such as those in the Sinai
Peninsula and in Egypt and Syria; rivers, like the Jordan.
There does seem to he a connection between place and
spirituality, then, and perhaps we need to be less restrictive
about this in our theology. Of course, we want to be careful
to avoid any kind of idolatry that limits God to particular
places and times or treats created things as interchangeable
with the Creator. Yet the biblical stories of Bethel and
Sinai/Horeb, or the story of Jesus’ transfiguration on “a high
mountain,”' suggest that we ought to accept some places in
a sense as “transparent” to God and recognize the reality that
the places where God has been encountered in ages past
remain places where that sense of encounter can still be felt.
Our experiences with God do not happen in a vacuum. They
are not restricted to special places, since God is not restrict-
ed to any place. But they do occur in specific places, and
when we acknowledge this fact; we can welcome such places
as having meaning for our spiritual lives, our lives with God.
Though unable to join the trip to the Holy Land that this
issue of JITC celebrates, a few months later my wife and I
made a pilgrimage of our own. We took part in a two-week
Exodus 3:1; 19: 1-25 NRSV; 1 Kings 19:8-18 NRSV.
'Mark 9:2-8 NRSV.
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tour of sites in Europe important for the Anabaptist wing of
the Reformation. The Mennonite church to which we belong
is part of the modem heritage of the Anabaptists, as was the
case with the other people on the tour. Our guide was
Professor John D. Roth of Goshen College in Indiana, a
Mennonite-related school. Thus, the trip was spiritually
meaningful for all concerned. We visited sites where
Anabaptists had worshipped, had hidden from their Catholic
and Protestant persecutors, and had suffered martyrdom.4 We
also visited contemporary Mennonite churches, some of
which have occupied the same buildings for hundreds of years.
One of the striking things about many of those churches
was that they did not look like churches from the outside.
For a long time in many countries of Europe, the state
authorities, in support of the official state churches, did not
allow Anabaptists to build churches at all. Even when they
gained the freedom to build, they were still forbidden to call
their buildings “churches” or to construct them on the pat'
terns of the Reformed, Lutheran, or Catholic churches. So in
the little town of Pingjum in the Netherlands, we visited a
“hidden church” that from the outside seemed to be simply
another house on the village street. In fact, its front room
was for a long time occupied as an apartment. It was not even
called a “church” but a “fermanje,” a “place of exhortation.”
Yet, when we walked down a short hall and opened a door,
we found ourselves in familiar surroundings: the seating
space, the pulpit, the hoard at the front showing the hymn
4For more information on this history, see J. Denny Weaver, BecomingAnabaptist: The Origin and Significance of SixteentHCentury Anabaptism, 2ded. (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 2005); and C. Arnold Snyder, AnabaptistHistory andTheobgy: An Introduction (Kitchener, ON: Pandora Press, 1995).
For information online, go to http://www.gameo.org/ or http://www.anabap-tistnetwork.com/.
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numbers—all told us we were in a church. We had a similar
experience at the much larger Singelkerk in Amsterdam.
Only a simple sign on the front of an ordinary-looking build¬
ing in the middle of a city block announces the presence of
the Mennonite congregation, while just a few doors away a
huge Catholic church towers over the neighborhood.
The most dramatic worship setting that we visited, how¬
ever, was not in either a city or a village. It was a cave well
out in the hills a few miles east of Zurich, Switzerland,
known as the “Tauferhohle,” the “Anabaptist Cave.” In the
sixteenth century, Anabaptists fleeing persecution sought
shelter and a safe place to worship there. The small cave, a
slit in the hillside perhaps forty feet wide and thirty feet deep,
looks out over a beautiful ravine with a small mountain
stream flowing between firs and other trees. It is in some
ways an obvious site for worship, one of those naturally
sacred places where the Creator feels near. Yet, it was chosen
for other reasons as well, for its remoteness and the difficulty
that the “Anabaptist hunters” would have in finding it. Our
small tour group was sobered to learn about this history, and
yet glad to know that our forebears had found such shelters,
and had found the courage to persist in worship and disci-
pleship. We too spent some time praying and singing hymns
in the cave. As it had been made sacred by those who sought
it out hundreds of years ago, so we made it a place of worship
for ourselves as well.
The “hidden churches” in towns and cities, as well as the
“Anabaptist Cave,” show the strength of the desire for wor¬
ship space. Even the simple preaching, praying, and singing
services of the Anabaptists and their descendants benefit
from a place marked off and set aside, repeatedly employed
for this purpose. The “hidden churches” are a kind of inner
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room, unknown to the world passing by, much as some peo-
pie have an active prayer life in their inmost hearts that can¬
not he detected based on outward appearances. Sacred space
can be a kind of shelter, a place where people who know life’s
difficulties and injustices only too well can in a sense relax
and become themselves again, can remember who they are
and who their neighbors are in the sight of God, can recov¬
er their sense of connectedness to God and to one another.
Whether through architecture or through the discovery of a
natural site that embodies both safety and mystery, we
encounter God in particular places.
Place and Particularity
God is in every place, and yet certain places seem espe¬
cially fit for worship. Perhaps the truth is that in some kinds
of places the presence of God just seems more obvious to us,
while in others we may need to look more closely. That is to
say, we need to get used to the idea of seeking out the holi¬
ness, the sacred quality, of every place.
This can he done more readily in some places than in
others, of course. An airport hotel, for instance, is an airport
hotel. In a way, it is no place at all, because it is so generic.
It is no specific place; it is like any other hotel at any other
airport. It is hard to find the sacredness of a place like that,
not only because it was made by humans for a secular pur¬
pose, hut also because it lacks much in the way of individual
distinctiveness. As noted earlier, many of the places where
God is encountered begin as natural settings (mountains,
deserts, and rivers, etc.) and only gradually acquire human
overlays. Perhaps this is because God and human beings take
different approaches to creating places.
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Humans, particularly in the modern era, tend to stan-
dardize. We want everything to he the same, to he immedi¬
ately recognizable and familiar. All the airport Marriotts, all
the McDonald’s restaurants, look alike. This contributes to
feeling at ease and to selling hamburgers, hut it quickly leads
to boredom and to a superficial relationship with place. We
tend to regard places as interchangeable: “When you’ve seen
one, you’ve seen them all.” Even church buildings, at least
within a given denomination, can all tend to seem the same.
The result is that we take no interest in where we are at the
moment, because it seems like everywhere else.
God, by contrast, does not standardize hut particularizes
in the creation of place. Every spot on earth is different and
has its own particular character. There is the location itself
and what can be seen from there: hills or plains, water or
desert, forest or grassland, snow, sand, or clay. There are dif¬
ferences from place to place in the color and composition of
the soil, the presence and the kind and the size of rocks, the
type of weather that passes through, what grows there and
what lives there. It is this particularity, the specific nature of
a place, that is its sanctity and its holiness. Each place on
earth has its own holiness and its own character given it by
God. This is not a statement of scientific fact, of course, but
rather a perception of the faithful eye and heart. It arises from
our response to a creation that we perceive as made by the
love of God; it is part of our knowledge both of God and of
the natural world. The holy particularity of a place manifests
both its own individuality and its Creator’s love and wisdom.
So often, however, we are in a place without really being
f>resent there. We do not give our attention to the place, and
so we miss its character, its qualities, its holiness. We do not
look, we do not listen, we do not notice what is real about
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the place, perhaps because, as suggested above, we assume
that everything is standard and that every place is the same.
How might we change this? How might we set about seeking
the holiness of particular places? As with other spiritual real¬
ities, this holiness requires attentiveness on our part if we are
to discern it. We need alertness and stillness and patience
and love; we need to observe closely. Again, this is not sci¬
entific observation, although there are similarities: some of
the same things, an attentiveness of the heart, a listening for
what God is saying through this place. Therefore, what we
may discover as the holiness of a place is not something
objective or the same for every person, but is particular to
each individual. It is part of each person’s relationship with
God when entering into conversation with God the Creator
and with God’s own relationship to the creation. We each
bring something specific to this conversation, and so we each
gain something specific from it, something that is particular
to our own relationship with God. Our relationship to place
is part of our spirituality, our dialogue with God in which we
seek to hear in particular places from God who is present in
all places, and then seek to respond to what we have heard.
This listening, discovery, and response requires staying
in a place for awhile and giving it our prayerful interest and
attention. To discover the holiness of a place that may seem
ordinary—because it is ordinary—we must be there, he our¬
selves there, he present to the place and to God. Learning to
he present in a particular place and to a particular place—to
he present to God as God is made known in a given place
and time—is a key area for spiritual growth for most people
in the modern and postmodern world. Moreover, though
each of us may come to know the holiness of a particular
place in a specific way, we certainly also share such percep-
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tions with others, consciously or unconsciously. Even if we
are alone in a particular place at a particular time, it is seh
dom that we are the first or the last humans to set foot there.
The communal nature of spirituality is such that the partic-
ular reality of any individual becomes part of the greater reab
ity known to the wider community, as individuals make their
contributions to the spiritual knowledge and experience of
the community as a whole.
Conclusion
Knowing God in a particular place, whether a church or
a cave, is part of our human experience as spiritual people.
Though we can pray and worship wherever we may he, place
does matter. Getting a sense of the particular character of a
place, of the precise way in which God is present there, can
he a way of discovering the joy available to us in encounter¬
ing God in that place. Any place where people have had
such encounters seems to acquire a quality of sanctity.
Seeking God in sacred places, whether sacred to countless
thousands over many generations or sacred to us alone, can
he part of what enables us to sustain the relationship into
which God has drawn us and in which God is constantly
seeking to renew us.
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THE IMPACT OF HORIZONTAL AND VERTICAL
DIMENSIONS OF FAITH ON HEALTH
AND HEALTH CARE
The most sacred place isn’t the Church, the
Mosque or the temple, it’s the temple of the
body. That’s where spirit lives.1
Introduction
Susan Taylor, former editor-in-chief, Essence Magazine,
emphasizes the connectedness of mind, body, and soul.
There is a growing body of evidence linking religion and
religious practices to health and healthy behavior.2
However, the literature is limited on the theological foun¬
dation for these linkages and the relationship of metaphys¬
ical constructs to quality life improvements. Even less has
been published on the spiritual dimensions of health and
the role of faith in improving and sustaining healthy indi¬
viduals, groups, and communities.
Debate continues among health-care professionals and
:;:Reuben C. Warren is a Diplomate in the American Board of Dental
Public Health; adjunct professor, MeHarry Medical College, Nashville,
TN; Morehouse School of Medicine, Atlanta, GA; and Rollings School of
Public Health, Emory University, Atlanta, GA. He is currently the associ¬
ate director for the Institute for Faith-Health Leadership, Interdenominational
Theological Center (ITG), Atlanta, GA, where he is investigating the syner¬
gy between faith, health, and health care. Dr. Warren is a 2007 graduate of
ITC, receiving the M.Div. degree.
‘Taylor, Susan, [meditation for February 3], in Acts of Faith: Daily
Meditations for People of Color, ed. Iyanla Vanzant (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 1993), [unpaged].
:See Bruce Epperly, Spirituality and Health, Health and Spirituality: A
New Journey of Spirit and Body (Mystic, CT: Twenty-Third Publications,
1997), esp. the chapter, “Christianity and Health.”
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faith leaders about factors influencing health and health
care decision-making: the role of faith, spirituality, and reli¬
gion on health outcomes; the impact of beliefs on disease
prevention; the use of mind/body connections and other
domains of complementary and alternative medicine to
complement current health-delivery system modalities; and
the costs and risks of depending on technology and bio¬
medical science as the only constructs determining health
outcomes. Increased attention for leadership opportunities
is directed to the faith community to improve individual
and group well-being. Faith institutions are expected to
assume meaningful roles in health promotion and protec¬
tion, disease prevention and cure which may he inappropri¬
ate, e.g., flu vaccination campaigns, HIV prevention and
testing, and Medicare prescription rallies. Government offi¬
cials expect enthusiastic responses from the lay community.
Success, however, is minimal.3
The impact of faith on health and health care is criti¬
cal. Because of documented consumer distrust, uncertainty
in health outcomes and abuses by health-care professionals,
there is a lack of confidence in organized health-care deliv¬
ery by people of color and low income populations through¬
out the United States.4 The title for this study, “The Impact
of Horizontal and Vertical Faith on Health and Health
Care,” addresses this situation. Culturally specific descrip¬
tions of healing, health, health care, sickness, and illness
'S.J. Zahner and S.M. Corrado, “Local Health Department
Partnerships with Faith-Based Organizations,” Journal of Public Health
Management Practice 10, no. 3 (2004): 258-265.
Gee S.M. Reverhy, Tuskegee’s Truths: Rethinking the Tuskegee Syphilis
Study (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2000); also
T.L. Savitt, “The Use of Blacks for Medical Experimentation and
Demonstration in the Old South,” Journal of Southern History 48 (1982):
331-348.
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with the metaphysical concepts of faith, spirituality, reli¬
gion, and their synergistic theological implications are
examined. Faith is a way of living. It is life-transforming
and has a dramatic, lasting impact on the believer. “A per¬
son of mature faith experiences both a life-transforming
relationship to a loving God—the vertical theme—and a
consistent devotion to others—the horizontal theme.”5 A
careful scrutiny of the constructs of health and health care
enables a new paradigm—Optimal Health—to emerge.6
The context for understanding the impact of horizontal
and vertical faith on health and health care begins with
operational definitions of faith from the Greek pistis (faith)7
and the Latin fides (trust).6 In the Nguzo Saba (the seven
principles of Kwanzaa), the word faith is imani.9 “[Faith is]
a bundle of associations [that] is the product of the [author’s
or speaker’s] culture, historical [time] period, geographical
location, and [personal] life experience.”10 In Hebrews 11:1,
faith is described as “what our hope is made up of, and the
evidence for what we cannot see.”
1 Eugene C. Roehlkepartain, “What Makes Faith Secure?” Christian
Century 107, no. 16 (May 9, 1990): 497.
6See John Chissell, Pyramids of Power: An Ancient African Centered
Approach to Optimal Health (Baltimore, MD: Positive Perceptions
Publications, 1993).
'Geoffrey W. Rromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament
(Grand Rapids, MI: Paternoster Press, 1985), 849.
"P.G.W. Glare, ed. Oxford Latin Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1982), 697.
'Maulana Karenga, Kawaida Theory: An Introductory Outline (Inglewood,
CA: Kawaida Publications, 1980), 17.
' Biblical Heritage Center, Bible Study Course, “Through Whose
Eyes,” chap. 2 [hook online] (Cleburne, TX: Biblical Heritage Center,
Inc., 2007, accessed 12 December 2006); available from http://www.bib-
licalheritage.org/Bible/Bible%20Study%20Course/Chapter%202.htm;
Internet.
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Health, Health Care, and Faith
Defining health is also essential if strategies to improve
the human condition are expected. The long-standing def¬
inition of health by the World Health Organization
(WHO) is not the absence of disease hut, “the physical,
social, and physical well-being of the individual.”" However,
health is seldom measured; most often what is recorded is
“dis-ease” in the language of disease, sickness, illness, dys¬
function, and disability. In many ways, health is not visible
or measurable. Health professionals look for disease, and
finding none, assume the person is healthy. Ironically, the
observation about health is quite similar to faith: it is meas¬
ured by “evidence of what we cannot see.” Visiting the doc¬
tor is an act of faith. Patients are expected to visit a doctor,
whom they may not know. The doctor poses questions, per¬
forms or orders laboratory tests, concludes with a diagnosis,
usually prescribes “medicine” for a “disease” (the condition).
The “medicine” may have an unfamiliar name. The phar¬
macist fills the prescription; the patient takes the “medi¬
cine” until finished. Eliminating the dysfunction is expect¬
ed. This all too common doctor-patient scenario is an act of
faith—both vertically and horizontally.
Alastair Campbell, in Health As Liberation: Medicine,
Theology and the Quest for Justice, describes health as freedom:
“I view the essence of good health care as liberation, as set¬
ting free; and I see fundamental injustices in the delivery of
health care in modern society as being forms of oppression.”12
"Institute of Medicine, Towards Environmental Justice: Research,
Education, and Health Policy Needs (Washington, DC: National
Academy of Science, 1999), 1.
"Alastair V. Campbell, Health As Liberation: Medicine, Theology,
and the Quest for Justice (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1995), 1.
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He continues: “We can he healthy despite the presence of
physical abnormalities that may impede our capacity to act
and hasten our death provided we can retain a sense of con'
trol over our lives as a whole.”13
Health, as defined by WHO, in many ways does not
provide measurable tools as interventions to improve the
well-being of populations. Developing initiatives for pop¬
ulation health at the individual level of well-being is inade¬
quate. However, Campbell’s definition may be too broad for
those working specifically in the health arena. A description
rather than a definition of health may have greater utility; it
frames health as interactive and interdependent relation¬
ships. Health is a relationship, a dynamic interplay between
the physical, social, psychological, and spiritual well-being
of the individual and the group and their interaction with
the physical and social environment.14
There is ample evidence that improved health out¬
comes, at the primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention
levels, many times operate outside of the traditional prac¬
tice of Western medicine which focuses on disease and
cure." Consider how African spirituality fuses the relation¬
ship between faith and health. For some, faith manifests
itself in both a Supreme Being and the Ancestors. The
African notion of the living-dead relates to that period
immediately after physical death when someone in the
family has died, yet continue to influence those in the fam¬
ily who are still physically alive. The living-dead are con-
'Tbid., 11.
HSee Reuben Warren, “Assuring Oral Health in the Midst of
Disease and Disability,” paper presented at the Sixth World Conference
on Preventive Dentistry, Capetown, South Africa, 1997.
'’John J. Pilch, Healing in the New Testament: Insight from Medical and
Mediterranean Anthropohgy (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 19-22.
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suited on all matters of importance; they are honored, wor¬
shipped, and often feared. They advise, counsel, and pro¬
tect the living family. Libations are poured, honoring
them.16 Indigenous peoples of North America also honor,
worship, and place their faith in the spirits beyond. For
people of color, faith is intimately tied to spirituality, par¬
ticularly for people of African descent, and African spiritu¬
ality is translated into daily life practices. The sacred and
the secular are one in the same.1'
The U.S. spends more money on health care than any
other country in the world with only a small percentage of
those resources committed to preventing disease. Even less
is focused on health promotion. The late John Chissell, an
African-American physician, in Pyramids of Power: An
Ancient African Centered Approach to Optimal Health, argues
that the American public is operating in a “sick-care system,”
not a health-care system.1'' Consequently, the vast amount of
resources committed to medical care, the sophisticated and
expensive biomedical research enterprise, and the resulting
technology available in the health-delivery system, indi¬
cate that the U.S. is probably the best place in the world for
tertiary care such as surgery or rehabilitation. However,
public-health threats such environmental injustices, mil¬
lions of uninsured, or the spread of homelessness suggest
otherwise—the U.S. may not be the “healthiest” place to
live.1'1 Health disparity and the environmental justice data
i(’John M. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 2d ed. (Portsmouth,
NH: Heunemann, a Division of Reed Publishing, 1999), 25-26.
17Ibid„ 3.
l8Chissell, Pyramids of Power, xiv.
^Institute of Medicine, Towards Environmental Justice, 21; also
Ibid., 14.
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clearly document the problems, providing an indication of
what needs to he done to resolve them. There is an oppor¬
tunity for leadership from the faith community to employ a
transdisciplinary team of “servant leaders” to address some
of these areas.20 Interventions in the spiritual realm using
complementary and alternative medicine modalities such
as meditations, affirmations, prayer, and designing qualita¬
tive and quantitative measurement tools are worthy of con¬
sideration.
The prevalence of ill-health for selected groups in the
U.S. is longstanding.21 In this instance, ill-health is used to
describe specific adverse health conditions. Terms like sick
and illness, health and healing are used interchangeably;
hut, in fact, refer to different conditions or circumstances.
For example, Campbell describes illness as the subjective
experience of the individual, the awareness of ill-health.
Sickness is the ascription of ill-health to a person by others,
an ascription that may he made in the absence of the sub¬
jective awareness of illness, i.e., mental health.22 Disease is
the medical or scientific endorsement of the social role of
sickness. For example, in a May 1851 article, “Disease and
Physical Peculiarities of the Negro Race,” published in the
New Orleans Medical and Surgical Journal, Samuel Cartwright
wrote about diseases specific to “Blacks.” He described
:Tor a more in-depth discussion of “servant leaders” see Anne S.
Wimberly, “The Role of Black Faith Communities in Fostering
Health,” in Health Issues in the Black Community, 2d ed., ed. Ronald L.
Braithwaite and Sandra E. Taylor (Nashville, TN: Josey-Bass Inc.,
2001), 129-150.
'See U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Report of
the Secretary’s Task Force on Black and Minority Health, “Executive
Summary” (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1985).
“Campbell, Health As Liberation, 45.
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“drapetomania,” the disease of running away from slavery;
and “diseasthesia Aethiopis,” a “hebetude of mind and
obtuse sensibility of body” known to overseers as “rascali¬
ty.’”’ Were the slaves ill because they sought freedom from
oppression, or were their oppressors, the white slave mas¬
ters or the white physicians, “mentally ill” for their barbar¬
ic treatment of other human beings?
In writing about health and healing, Campbell also sug¬
gests that healing is different from cure; healing is far more
than just being healthy, requiring community sanction,
acceptance, and support. Healing, he says, is releasing power
rather than holding on to it and seeks “to create a commu¬
nity of the wounded who, from the healing of their own
wounds, find the power to help others to a similar release.”24
The most devastating sicknesses may not be physical.
Optimal Health
In order to maximize the synergy between faith, health
and health care, individuals, groups, and communities must
harmonize physical, social, psychological, and spiritual well¬
being. Faith or trust must be present for health and health care
to be most beneficial. Because society places individuals at risk
for disease, dysfunction, disability, and premature death,
health protection is imperative. People of color and low
income populations are at greatest risks for adverse health con¬
ditions and because they have less access to health resources
and services, their risks are elevated.2" Even though these
groups must learn to negotiate the system to obtain needed
23Ibid„ 63.
24Ibid., 106.
^Institute of Medicine, Unequal Treatment: Confronting Racial and
Ethnic Disparities in Healthcare (Washington, DC: National Academy of
Science, 2003), 143-144.
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services, they must also use modalities for health improve-
ments outside the health-care system. An article in the
New York Times, UA Doctor’s View of Modern Medicine,”
describes the reality of practicing medicine in the urban
setting: . . .“[T]he realities of medical economics encourage
doctors to do less and less listening to. . .patients. . . .
Instead, the doctor is encouraged to act, to employ proce¬
dures. . . .Charges for procedures . . .are universally higher
than fees for talking with the patient.’”6 Individual and
group interventions beyond medical care are necessary to
maintain and sustain health. Optimal Health is an African-
centered approach to enhance well-being, having tremen¬
dous operational potential at the individual and group level.
The ancient African had a different notion of health
which included more than physical well-being. Imhotep,
the true Father of Medicine, was an Egyptian physician hut
also a priest. He understood the importance of holistic
health. At that time (2980 B.C E.), most of the physicians
had to he priests before they became physicians.27 The
Egyptians understood the relationship between physical,
social, psychological, and spiritual well-being. They looked
for ways to harmonize these various components. Centuries
later, in 1946, Henry Sigrist, the great medical historian,
stated that “health is promoted by providing a decent stan¬
dard of living, good labor conditions, education, physical
exercise, culture, and means of rest and recreation.28 In
addition, in the twenty-first century, physicians, psycholo-
David Hiltiker, “A Doctor’s View of Modern Medicine,” New York
Times, 23 February, 1986, Sec. 6, p. 44-
J.A. Rogers, World’s Great Men of Color, vol. 1 (New York: Helga
M. Rogers, 1947), 1.
'"See Henry Sigrist, The University at the Crossroads (New York:
Henry Shuman, 1946).
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gists, dentists, public-health workers, and other health pro¬
fessionals are acknowledging mind/body connection and
other complementary and alternative medicine modalities.
For example, Bloodworth29 and Chopra50 suggest that phys¬
ical, social, psychological, cultural, and spiritual elements
are necessary for human health to thrive. Some even sug¬
gest that spiritual well-being, i.e., meaning and purpose in
life, is foundational for the other elements of health to be
most effective.
Even though the WHO definition of health is accept¬
ed by most people as having essential physical, social, and
psychological components for individual well-being, unac¬
ceptable morbidity, disability, dysfunction, and premature
death indicate that much more work is needed. Reframing
the notion of health may allow the necessary intellectual
exchange from both theoreticians and practitioners in order
to conceptualize health differently. Their collective thought
should allow—even demand—creative, meaningful, and
measurable strategies for improvement. Propositions that
focus on mean, mode, and median of health trends as goals
are short-sighted. The emphasis should not be striving for
normal blood pressure, normal weight, or normal anything.
The end result should be optimal, and any deviation from
this should be viewed as abnormal. When Optimal Health
is achieved, one will move towards one’s greatest potential.
The metaphysical constructs of spirituality and faith
are deeply embedded in the values, beliefs, and culture of
different groups; a growing body of research links religion
and faith to health. The theological literature indicates
29See Venice Bloodworth, Key to Yourself (New York: Devors and
Company, 1979).
vSee Deepak Chopra, Creating Health [2 second recordings]
(United States: Random House Audiohooks, 1995).
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that religion and faith are not the same.’1 The former is usu-
ally a group experience and the group generally agrees on a
common dogma, including the notion of God. Faith can
he, and often is, individualistic and may or may not include
a God Force. Yet, in the final analysis, religion converges
upon faith in something that transcends the human exis-
tence. This faith then provides the medium for a spiritual'
ity that encompasses the believers’ thinking and actions.
As the Persian poet, Jalauddin Rumi points out, “the lamps
are the same” whether they are from institutional religion
or simply personal faith. The important similarity, he
writes, is that the light comes from “beyond.”12 In the con-
text of health, spiritual well-being provides meaning and
purpose to life. Unfortunately, health data suggest that
African Americans, in particular, are not living long
enough to make the contributions that living a healthy life
allows; thus, the meaning for spiritual welbbeing for this
population is not fully realized.
Sustaining Health
What must be done to sustain health? First, health
must be acknowledged as more than going to the doctor for
check up or when there is illness. Even with preventive
services, health care really must ultimately be the response
bility of the individual, understanding how to remain
healthy. This does not mean that one can control the fac¬
tors that influence health. For example, Chissell lists five
components of Optimal Health and gives specific instate-
"Taylor E. Johnson, “Spiritual Needs of Patients with Cancer and
Family Caregivers,” Cancer Nursing, 26, no. 4 (2003): 260-266.
John Hick and Brian Hehblethwaite, eds., Christianity and Other
Religions (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981), 174-177.
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tion for each area: optimal emotional health, optimal inteh
lectual health, optimal physical health, optimal spiritual
health, and optimal socioeconomic health. The writer’s
essay, “The Social Context for Faith and Health,” in The
Health Behavioral Change Imperative, recommends five
health-promotion principles: eating the right food, taking
care of your body, getting along with others, protecting and
respecting the environment, and believing in a Divine
order to the universe.” There is ample evidence that each
reduces risk factors and promotes health. Both Chissell and
the writer emphasize that everyone needs a competent pri¬
mary-care physician and dentist.
Last and most importantly in sustaining health, many
people in the U.S. live in unhealthy physical environ¬
ments. There are physical threats, biological, chemical,
and radiological.” There are equally devastating perils to
social, psychological, and spiritual well-being. There is a
cadre of health professionals who can help reduce these
problematic areas in health care. Leavell, in his classic “lev¬
els of prevention framework,” outlines three important pre¬
ventions for health care: primary, secondary, and tertiary.
Primary prevention is disease free with effective health
education and protection. Secondary prevention is early
disease and/or disability detection with forceful screening
and primary-care services. Tertiary prevention requires
"Reuben C. Warren, “Social Context for Faith and Health,” in The
Health Behavioral Change Imperative: Theory, Education, and Practice in
Diverse Populations, ed. Jay Chunn (New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum
Publishers, 2002), 145.
HBailus Walker Jr. “Environmental and Occupational Health,” in
Improving the Health of Underserved Populations Through Public Health
Collaborations at Historically Black Colleges and Universities, Proceedings,
ed. Rueben Warren, B. Walker, S. Miles-Richardson, and J. Reede
(Woodstock, GA: Spectrum Publishers, 2004), 43-44-
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major intervention such as surgery and rehabilitation.35
Primary prevention is more effective, less costly, requiring
less technology than secondary prevention, and the same is
true for secondary compared to tertiary prevention.
Edward Wimberly, Anne Wimberly, and the writer sug-
gest that primary prevention should be divided into two
components: disease prevention and health promotion.36
Behavioral interventions for both components may be sim-
ilar; however, disease prevention suggests that disease is
inevitable; health promotion does not. Promoting health fos¬
ters Optimal Health of the community by maintaining the
relational ties of the village, social networks, neighborhood,
cross-generational bonds, strong mediating structures (mar¬
riage, family, extended family, churches, fraternities/sororities),
communally-based healing practices, and oral traditions—all
encouraging images and expectations of healthy relation¬
ships. Health promotion posits that Optimal Health is a
journey that is possible even in the midst of disease, despair,
and longstanding trends of adverse health conditions.
With reference to health care, there are three major
challenges that frame the quality of care delivered: availabil¬
ity, accessibility, and acceptability. Availability means serv¬
ices are suitable and/or ready to use. Accessibility means the
service is used, entered, or reached. Acceptability means the
service attains minimal requirements.37 The literature is also
”See H. Leavell and E. Clark, Preventive Medicine for the Doctor in
His Community, 2d ed. (New York: McGraw Hill, 1965).
"’See Edward Wimberly, Anne Wimberly, and Reuben Warren, “A
Model for Promoting the Health of the Community Through
Attending to African-American Marriages, ” paper presented at the
African American Health Marriages Innitiative Connecting Marriage
Research to Practice Conference (Chapel Hill, NC: University of
North Carlina, 2006).
See Rueben Warren, Oral Health for All: Policy for Available,
Accessible, and Acceptable Care (Washington, DC: Center for Policy
Alternatives, 1999).
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clear that seldom are all of these levels realized, particularly for
the underserved or with disproportionately ill populations.
So what can the health-care system do to influence the
causes of ill-health? Our health-care system is designed to
prevent and manage disease, disability, and dysfunction, at
the individual patient level; and it should he judged hy
what it is intended to do, not by what is needed. The
health-care system is not concerned with issues of poverty,
environmental pollution, justice, or institutional racism;
although these factors strongly influence human health and
health-care outcomes. However, there are reasonable, man¬
ageable, and measurable criteria to evaluate the health-care
system. Suchman, in Evaluation Research, says evaluation
“is placing value.” He provides five excellent categories for
evaluating systems, including health-care systems: effort,
performance, and adequacy of performance, efficacy, and
process.38 Using these criteria, it is possible to evaluate the
health-care system in order to guide individuals towards
health hy disease prevention, protection, early interven¬
tion, treatment, and cure.
Conclusion
Moving populations toward their greatest awareness is
the vision for Optimal Health. Given the history and cul¬
ture of the U.S., a public theology which includes Optimal
Health is a ministry with great promise, particularly for
African Americans because of tremendous value placed on
spirituality and religion hy people of African descent.
38See E. A. Suchman, Evaluation Research: Principles and Practices in
Public Service and Social Programs (New York: Russell Sage, 1967).
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Embedded in both of these metaphysical constructs is the
notion of vertical and horizontal faith. Vertically, faith is
relationship with God. Horizontally, faith is trust in other
human beings who have the knowledge and skills to pro-
vide health promotion, disease prevention, treatment, and
cure. These skill sets, though not fully developed, are with¬
in the capacity of the health and faith communities if the
goals, objectives, and strategies are conceptualized, devel¬
oped, implemented, and evaluated. The outcome fully
embraces a public theology which includes Optimal Health
and develops public theologians who are servant-leaders,
willing to serve the underserved. This theology, when fully
actualized, will provide the physical, social, psychological,
and spiritual foundation for individuals, in concert with
communities, to reach their greatest potential.
 
Reclaimed
“I am dying,” she whispers,
a raspy confession
full of wonder and fearless
to the end
and then, her body wracks with pain that pulses
through her veins, her heart and organs
ginger to such damage
She leans her head to the side,
Heavy from strokes that paralyze
Her, and still she manages to sing
“Precious Lord, take my hand”
I kiss her forehead and run
My fingers along her temple,
Pray for peace and my own courage
To let her go
She is not afraid of Death
Who comes, not as a thief
But as an open door to Glory
Her eyes looking beyond
This mortal plane to some mysterious place
1 cannot see except within the smile
That overtakes her lips
“Pm tired now,” she says and slips
into a sonorous snore
and curls into the primordial
position of the womb
The light catches her veins, translucent
And weak with time, but her hands
Remain as strong as when
She used them to knead bread
She laces her fingers around my hand
And grips my soul in unison
There is no sadness in this moment,
Filled with holiness and grace
Heaven’s angel seeking her way
Back from this dirt and grass
To pasts redeemed and reclaimed
In celestial roads paved
By her own greatness
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Mark A. Lomax*
SPIRITUALITY AND LEADERSHIP IN
THE AFRIKAN CHURCH IN NORTH
AMERICA: A REFLECTION
Introduction
Since the formation of Afrikan Churches in North
America, there has been “dis-ease” in Afrikan Zion. Far too
many Afrikan-descended Christian leaders teach and
preach the Bible as if it says nothing about the lived expe-
riences of oppressed Afrikan peoples. The gospel, after all,
proclaims liberty to the captives. While not denying the
role that Afrikan-descended leaders have played in abolish¬
ing systemic forms of oppression through various protests
and rebellions, there remains a self-deprecating conscious¬
ness among Afrikan followers of Christ. Why? It is the way
teachers, preachers, and leaders in the Afrikan Church,
image both God and Christ; fail to take our own agency
seriously as we come to the texts of Scripture and gover¬
nance of the Church; and insist on replicating the liturgical
practices of our historic oppressors.
We need to ask these questions: Why is this freedom so
integral to the gospel of Jesus the Christ? Can any oppressed
person who uncritically subscribes to the theologies, litur¬
gies, and forms of governance of the oppressor ever truly
attain that freedom? At a deeper level, the questions might
he, Why are Afrikan Christians in North America so enam¬
ored with European influences on liturgy, governance, and
*Mark A. Lomax is assistant professor, Homiletics and Worship,
Interdenominational Theological Center, Atlanta, Georgia.
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theology, on the one hand, and so disparaging of the
Afrikan impact in these same areas, on the other hand?
What is it that Afrikans in North America find so com-
pelling about “everything European” and repulsive about
“all things Afrikan”? These are not new questions.
European Hegemony Challenged
In the past century, Abakan-descended pastors, scholars,
and leaders have challenged European ideological and theo¬
logical hegemony in the Afrikan Church in North America.
Bishop Henry McNeil Turner was among the first to argue
for and develop the notion that “God is a Negro.”1
Similarly, Marcus Mosaic Garvey argued that “if, as estab¬
lished Christian churches preached, man was made in the
image and likeness of God, then black men should depict a
God in their own image and likeness, which would
inevitably be black.” Robert Hood, in Must God Remain
Greek? Afro Cultures and God-Talk, raised the following
questions: “Do Christians from Third World cultures have to
become imitation Europeans or imitation North Americans
before they can he considered fitting contributors to the for¬
mation and shaping of Christian thought? Must they steadi¬
ly continue to contribute to their own invisibility (emphasis
that of writer) within Christian thought by surrendering tra¬
ditions and cultures long dismissed as “pagan,” “animistic,”
“heathen” and “polytheistic”?1
'For a discussion of this concept see Mungo M. Paxton, Life and
Times of Henry M. Turner (New York: Negro Universities Press, 1970).
Tony Martin, Race First: The Ideological and Organizational Struggles
of Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro Improvement Association
(Dover, MA: The Majority Press, 1976), 69.
'Robert E. Hood, Must God Remain Greek? Afro Cultures and God-
Talk (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1990), 9.
91Spirituality and Leadership
Continuing this challenge, Josiah Young, in Black arid African
Theologies: Siblings or Distant Cousins? states the following:
The major task of African theologians is to expose
continuities and discontinuities between African tradition¬
al religion and Christian faith. . . .This study upholds die
view that diere is ground for a future alignment between
black theologians of the United States and Africa.
Inasmuch as black theologians in both places share sim¬
ilarities, black liberation themes might join with themes
of African indigenization in a theology relevant to Africa
and its Diaspora. Together they might render valuable
service to the poor and thus to the gospel.4
Then Dwight Hopkins and George Cummings studied
slave narratives in Cut Loose Your Stammering Tongue: Black
Theology in the Slave Narratives and attempted to distill the
core beliefs of enslaved Afrikan peoples in North America.
They discovered that many enslaved Afrikans “took the rem¬
nants of their traditional religious structures and meshed them
together with their interpretations of the Bible.”5 Finally, Will
Coleman, in Tribal Talk: Black Theology, Hermeneutics, and
African American Ways of “Telling the Story,” sets forth the argu¬
ment, particularly in the first chapter, that the deep religious
thought of Afrikan peoples is foundational for Afrikans liv¬
ing and doing theology in the Diaspora.6
4Josiah U. Young, Black and African Theologies: Siblings or Distant
Cousins'1 (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1990), 2-3.
'Dwight N. Hopkins and George Cummings, Cut Loose Your
Stammering Tongue: Black Theology in the Slave Narratives (Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis Books, 1991), 7.
"See Will Coleman, Tribal Talk: Black Theology, Hermeneutics and
African American Ways of “Telling the Story" (University Park, PA:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000), chap. 1, [4] - 29, esp. 27-29.
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It seems then, that every so often God sends a messenger
to Afrikan peoples in an effort to call them home spiritually.
Yet, we are not saved, nor are we free because there remains
persistent “dis-ease” of self-hatred and self-deprecation in
Afrikan Zion. We are not free because our vision of God is
obscured by our collective unwillingness to see God with our
own eyes. Though many of the external chains of oppression
have been broken; far too many of us remain hound to
notions of God, culture, and community—none of which are
our own.
Women and “Dis-Ease”
This failure to see our God or more precisely, to see our¬
selves in God, is not limited to Abakan-descended peoples.
Women have struggled and continue to struggle with a sim¬
ilar “dis-ease”; Afrikan women bear a triple burden. The
Bible is radically patriarchal in the way it images God:
Many, if not most interpreters of the Bible, whether male or
female, bring their sexism to the text. Further, the question
of economic location, especially in relation to women, is
seldom raised by either pastors or other church leaders.
Several scholars address these concerns.
Jacquelyn Grant in White Women’s Christ and Black
Women’s Jesus engages the issue of Christology and argues
that “Black feminism grows out of Black women’s tri-dimen-
sional reality of race/sex/class. It holds that full human lib¬
eration cannot be achieved simply by the elimination of any
one form of oppression.”' Delores Williams in “Sisters in the
'Jacquelyn Grant, White Women’s Christ and Black Women’s Jesus:
Feminist Christology and Womanist Response (Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1989), 202.
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Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk, during a
discussion on Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, says that
“The idea of the divine spirit working within humans is
more efficacious for women’s development of self-worth
than notions of God in male or female form.”s
These women and others like Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan,
Kelly Brown-Douglas, Teresa Fry Brown, and Renita
Weems re-image God, wresting God from the deadly clutch¬
es of patriarchy while simultaneously attending race and
class issues. Yet there remains “dis-ease” in Afrikan Zion,
and we are not saved. What is the cure for our “dis-ease”?
Spirit/Spirituality
Our salvation comes from knowing who we are and
what we are to do in the world. The question of identity and
purpose is at the heart of problems confronting Afrikan-
descended peoples both on the continent of Afrika and
throughout the Afrikan Diaspora. Our collective proclivity
towards everything European and/or American is inextrica¬
bly tied to the vicious, ongoing Maafa (destruction) and
the concomitant campaign to denigrate everything indige¬
nous to Afrika, including notions of God.
There is the urge to resist laying many of the past and
present problems in Afrika and among Afrikan people at
the feet of Maafa. Until confessions are made, forgiveness is
sought and given, and significant reparations are paid, the
“dis-ease” of Afrikan people cannot he cured. Until there is
an invitation to the table of communalship to which all of
God’s children are invited to eat of the bounty of God’s
'Delores S. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of
Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993), 56.
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supply without ever truly acknowledging—without address-
ing—the sin that prohibits true communalship, real com¬
munion, we cannot “get over it.” We need one another des¬
perately—Afrikan, Asian, and European. But our fathers
and mothers ate sour grapes; our teeth remain on edge.
Did Jesus not pay it all? Was it not all buried with him
at his death? Did he not pay the needed restitution? Yes and
no. Yes, if all racism and prejudice, sexism and bigotry, clas-
sism and homophobia are under the “blood of the Lamb”;
and if we have confessed and repented of our part in them,
walking in the newness of peace and unity with those
pushed to the margins of our global reality today. No, if we
make excuses for ourselves; no, if we continue to deny our
own culpability in the transgressions of our ancestors.
In truth, our blackness, whiteness, redness, or “yellowish-
ness” are false categories. If we believe the biblical text, God
created humankind in God’s own “image and likeness.”9
Further, the sexual categories we use to differentiate between
male and female were not intended to separate the sexes hut
to unify them. The Divine idea was and is for human beings
to find a point of unity in their common origin—God. For
this reason, there can be no question that every person is
“spiritual.” Though every people have and practice one or
more forms of “spirituality,” the essence—the vital life force,
the core reality of human being—is spirit.
From a biblical perspective the God(s) (Elohim) said,
“Fet us make [humankind] in our own image, according to
our likeness. . . .So the God(s) (Elohim) created [humankind]
in God’s image, in the image of God, God created them; male




created humankind and what was their form? Were they
corporeal beings like the human beings they created in
their own “image and likeness,” or were they spiritual
beings analogous to contemporary notions of energy? If the
former, where are they now, or where did they go? If the lat¬
ter, then in what sense are human beings created in their
image and likeness? Of course, most readers of scripture per¬
ceive the God(s) as wholly spiritual beings who are ever
present though invisible to the naked eye and intangible to
the human touch. Human beings, therefore, hear the image
and likeness of the God(s) in their essence or core. In that
sense each person is spiritual.
The word for God in Genesis 1, “Elohim,” while plural,
is frequently translated by the singular noun “God.”
Though sometimes interpreted in its plural sense, it is most
often used to convey what is called “the plural of majesty”
and is inclusive of all deities. If this is true, then one must
consider the fact that even female deities are subsumed
under this appellation.
The second creation story in Genesis 2 drives the point
home: “Then the Lord God [Yahweh Elohim] formed man
[adam] from the dust of the ground [adamah], and breathed
into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living
being.”" God formed the corporeal aspect of man using the
dust of the ground, a feminine element. The being man did
not live until God breathed into his nostrils the breath
[nes/tmnah] of life. The Hebrew word neshamah may also he
translated by the English word “spirit.” Again, the vital
principle or life force in humankind is spirit. All people are
spiritual from a biblical perspective. Human beings are spir-
Genesis 2:7 NRSV.
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itual precisely because their essential nature is spirit.
Further, all people practice one or more forms of spirituali¬
ty. While the creation account in Genesis 2 separates the
creation of the man from that of the woman, it also unifies
male and female in a powerful way. Woman is depicted as
being created from the rib of the man by God': and there'
by made the perfect/complete complement of one anotlv
er—so much so that they are to be “one flesh.”1’
Spirituality must not be confused with religious expres-
sion or devotion. The former suggests an ontological realb
ty—the essential nature of human being—spirit. The latter,
religious expression or devotion, points toward a plethora of
ways that human beings have sought and continue to seek
an inner wholeness. This inner peace that we seek is a deep-
er awareness of and oneness with God—that invisible,
intangible yet pervasive and ever present person(s) in whose
image we have been made and whose breath/spirit has given
us life. Human beings, as spiritual beings who routinely
practice a spirituality, cannot do otherwise.
Jesus’ Ministry As a Model for
Leaders in the Afrikan Church
Generally speaking, the Afrikan Church of the twenty'
first century exists within a multicultural, multiethnic, and
multi'faith environment. She and her people also face
impoverishment, disease, and oppression. Though enslave'
ment and Jim Crow semi'slavery no longer exist by legal
fiat, the privatization of the nation’s prisons holding a dis-




their percentage of the American population; the re-segre-
gation and underfunding of the nation’s inner-city public
schools; the tragically high percentage of chronic illnesses of
all descriptions among Afrikans in North America along
with the concomitant lack of affordable healthcare; and the
continued disparity in salaries between European Americans
and Afrikan Americans—all attest to both the “dis-ease”
prominent in the Afrikan Zion and the continuing dispari¬
ties between Afrikan and non-Afrikan Americans with the
exception of First World/Native American peoples. Given
the weight of verifiable evidence, no reasonable person could
argue that the masses of Afrikan people in North America
are better off than they were fifty years ago even though it is
also true that a larger percentage of Abakan-descended peo¬
ple now occupy the ranks of the American middle- and
upper-economic classes.
It was once true that many prominent leaders in the
Afrikan Church in North America spoke with a prophetic
voice and challenged the institutional structures of racism
and classism through their demand for justice on the basis
of Christian morality. Now, in all too many instances, they
stand on the sidelines of the “playing field of justice,” bold¬
ly collecting the meager resources of their own downtrod¬
den people for personal benefit. There are, however, a num¬
ber of less influential leaders in the Afrikan Church in
North America still standing boldly in the traditions of their
mothers and fathers. Without public acclaim, they serve the
present age with courage and determination. Yet, we are not
saved. The “dis-ease” remains in Afrikan Zion. Why?
While the Afrikan Church in North America has an
extremely vital witness to offer, i.e., the gospel of God
through Jesus the Christ, it can ill afford to be bigoted, sex-
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ist, classist, and judgmental regarding the people it has
been called and sent hy Christ to evangelize. Rather, the
Afrikan Church in North America must struggle to become
like its Lord—completely obedient to and focused on living
and doing the will of God. This is no small task!
Jesus was the word of God incarnate precisely because
he chose to listen to and obey God even to death on a cross
within a particular religious, social, political, cultural, eco¬
nomic, and historical reality. The religio-cultural and socio¬
political realities within which Jesus lived were Judaism and
Roman colonialism. The economic and historical realities
were poverty and Roman oppression, respectively. Given
this milieu, Jesus could have opted to choose the path of
least resistance: the socio-religious way that was the safest,
the oft trodden road that always leads to success within
empire. Indeed the devil is imaged as tempting Jesus to
choose one or more of these alternate routes (Matthew 4:1-
11; Mark 1:13; Luke 4:1-13). Rather than choosing the way
of the temple, i.e., institutionalized Judaism, or the way of
assimilation into the Roman colonial matrix, Jesus chose a
third way, the way of Godly obedience. This third way that
Jesus chose for himself and for his followers was the most
difficult hy far—leading to his death and resurrection.
Contemporary leaders in the Afrikan Church in North
America are called to follow Jesus. Though there is no
record of Jesus himself ever demanding that we worship
him, we have chosen to worship rather than to follow him.
We must first, therefore, decide to follow him even as we
worship our God in his name. But who is our God?
To speak of God, using a color symbol like black may
indeed be far too limiting of the God reality. While such a
symbol has been useful in the past, enough has now been
99Spirituality and Leadership
written about Afrikan notions of God to remember the
God(s) of our ancestors. Further, while the color “black”
might he limiting, it is liberating to know that Afrikan peo-
pies possessed notions of God long before their encounters
with Christianized Europeans. Afrikan notions of God were
not wholly animistic, nor were they in any way barbaric.
They were different from, and in numerous ways similar to,
the Judeo-Christian conception of God. For example, the
ancient Egyptians, like most Afrikan peoples, possessed a
dynamic mythic world long before Yahweh spoke to Moses
at the burning hush.
Within the Egyptian cosmogony there was a single
Creator or High God called A turn in Heliopolis, Ptah in
Memphis, Amen in Thebes, and Re/Ra in Hermopolis.
According to one creation account, “in the beginning a
great flood, known as the Nun or Nu, engulfed the uni¬
verse. As in the Bible, the Creator’s spirit caused the waters
to stir, initiating the generative process. Out of the Nun
arose the primeval hill and the self-created Creator. . . .”
Also, “Other deities, like angels in the Bible, were the cre¬
ations of the one all-powerful deity, and each of the cult
centers tried to argue that the Creator deities of the other
cults were just lesser deities created by their own chief
god.”14 Sir E.A. Wallis Budge in the hook, Egyptian Religion,
offers another, though similar version of the creation.
According to the writings of the Egyptians, there
was a time when neither heaven nor earth existed, and
when nothing had being except the boundless primeval
HGary Greenberg, The Moses Mystery: The African Origins of the
Jewish I’eople (Secaucus, NJ: Carol Stream Publishing Group, 1959),
144.
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water, which was, however, shrouded with thick dark¬
ness. . . .At length the spirit of the primeval water felt
the desire for creative activity, and having uttered the
word, the world sprang straightway into being in the
form which had already been depicted in the mind of
the spirit before he spake the word which resulted in its
creation. The next act of creation was the formation of
a germ, or egg, from which sprang R(d, the Sun-god,
within whose shining form was embodied the almighty
power of the divine spirit.1S
These Egyptian creation stories were old by the time
Joseph and Jacob-Israel entered Egypt. Are we to believe
that the descendants of Jacob-Israel spent nearly 400 years
in Egypt while Afrika was left untouched by her notions of
God, spirit, creation, the afterlife, and anthropology? It is
more than likely that all of the descendants of Jacob-Israel,
especially Moses who was raised in the Pharaoh’s house,
were deeply influenced by ancient Egyptian religious ideas.
If God is in some sense “Black,” this is so because Black
Afrikan peoples were among the first to receive and to
communicate the Divine self-revelation. Leaders in the
Afrikan Church in North America should study the religious
ideas of ancient Afrika, especially Egypt, with at least as much
dedication and zeal as we do those of Europe. This is particu¬
larly true of the myth of Osiris (Ausar) the Egyptian deity of
resurrection.
There are several versions of the myth of Osiris. In
short, Osiris was of divine origin, suffered death and muti-
l5Sir E.A. Wallis Budge, Egyptian Religion: Egyptian Ideas of the Future
Life (Secaucus, NJ: Carol Stream Publishing Group, 1959), 40-41-
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lation at the hands of his evil brother Set, buried and rose
again and rules as king of the underworld and judge of the
dead. Egyptians believed that because Osiris conquered
death, the righteous Egyptian could also conquer death.16
This myth captivated the Egyptian mind and their devout
attention to it throughout antiquity. Indeed, “they raised
Osiris to such an exalted position in heaven that he
became the equal and, in certain cases, the superior to R£
and venerated him as God.17 As difficult as it may be for
many Christians to accept, it is impossible to read the
ancient myth of Osiris and fail to see its relationship to the
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.
The relationship between East Afrikan/Egyptian cos-
mogony and West Afrikan cosmogonies cannot be explored
in this essay. There are differences and profound similari-
ties. The complex notions of God that existed in the
Afrikan consciousness prior to capture, enslavement, and
colonization prior to both the Islamic and Christian slave
trades were not completely erased by these traumatizing
experiences. There remains within Afrikan peoples a deep
and profound longing for re-union with God’s Holy Spirit—
the kind of re-union that erases the false dichotomy between
sacred and secular, holy and profane, seen and experienced
in so much of twenty-first century Christendom.
Conclusion
It is to the God ideas of Afrika that leaders in the
Afrikan Church in North America must return in order to
16Ibid., 61.
Ibid.
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fully grasp, internalize, and live out of the spirituality and
covenant commitments of our ancestors. This is a call to re-
form the faith that is ours in God through the Christ. It is
simultaneously the call to move beyond the spirit-defeating
and spirit-destroying literalism of Christian fundamental¬
ism. It is the third way—the way that leads to communion
with the Afrikan God, sharing the paradise of God’s eternal
reigndom. Major J. Jones reminds us, in The Color of G-o-d:
The Concept of God in Afro-American Thought, that “the
‘new’ of Christianity merely enlarged what was already
authentic and foundational to the African God-concept in
the mind of Africans who became the slaves of White
Christians 300 and more years ago. The linkage between
the African’s concept of God and the Afro-American’s
concept of God must be seen against both the long-term
religious traditions of African antiquity and the shorter-
term religious traditions since slavery.”ls
These foundational commitments will transform the
Afrikan psyche, enabling a liberating spirituality, both indi¬
vidually and collectively. They will also place us in opposition
to the stultifying religious and political ideologies of empire.
For example, embedded in the faith of our mothers and
fathers is the divine feminine principle who complements her
male counterpart in every conceivable way. Such a renewed
vision of the Godhead will, in time, annihilate the destruc¬
tive consequences of divine patriarchy. Yet, those who chose
a third way will simultaneously choose the way of the cross,
crucifixion, death, and ultimately resurrection.
18Major J. Jones, The Color of G-o-d: The Concept of God in Afro-
American Thought (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1987), 19.
So Many Deaths Unnecessary
When you refuse to deal with your pain,
It waits for you, crouched
In unsuspecting corners,
Pouncing at every turn
When life rubs up against you
Like so many pumice rocks,
Peeling hack the false “I do well” smiles,
Uncovering the scabbed-over hurts of childhood,
Untimely lovers, and lost friendships
When you refuse to deal with the grief
That surges in your bloodstream,
It calculates when it will accost you,
At the moment of your greatest joy,
Slapping you, sending you reeling
From the suddenness of revelation
That no amount of denial
Will make the loss minimal
Or less profound
Pia said your demons bite you
In the butt when you run,
Trying to get away from them
Like so many mosquitoes on perfumed
And exposed skin
When the demons of your sorrow, your pain,
And your griefs are left unconfronted
And un-dealt with, you surrender your life
Like so many deaths unnecessary
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THE UNIQUE FEATURES OF AFRICAN-AMERICAN
SPIRITUALITY IN THE CONTEXT
OF CHRISTIAN HEALING
Introduction
The phenomenon of Christian spiritual healing as a nat¬
ural quality of African-American spirituality is the essence of
this essay. This spirituality is given prominence in Archie
Smith’s Navigating the Deep River: Spirituality in African
American Families. Smith’s treatise “is about remaining hope¬
ful.”1 His central metaphor is the well-established imagery in
African-American culture of the river (or water). Such
insight is evidenced when referring to Africans’ survival in
the “diaspora,” especially North America. Scholars in
African-American studies, especially in theology, biblical
studies, and history have used this imagery: Cain Hope
Felder, Troubling Biblical WatersVincent Harding, There Is
a River: The Black Struggle for Freedom in America3; Howard
Thurman’s A Track to the Water’s Edge4; and his mystical
reflections in Deep River and the Negro Spiritual Speaks of
*Ricky Porter is an interim pastor, St. Paul’s Presbyterian Church,
Los Angeles, California. This article is extracted from his Doctor of
Ministry dissertation, “Christian Spiritual Healing in the African-
American Reformed Tradition,” for San Francisco Theological Seminary,
San Anselmo, California.
'Archie Smith Jr., Navigating the Deep River: Spirituality in African
American Families (Cleveland, OH: United Church Press, 1997), xvi.
:See Cain Hope Felder, Troubling Biblical Waters: Race, Class, and
Family (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1989).
'See Vincent Harding, There Is a River: The Black Struggle for Freedom
in America (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992).
■•See Howard Thurman, ed. A Track to the Water’s Edge: The Olive
Schreiner Reader (New York: Harper and Row, 1973).
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Life and Death.5
Understanding the struggles of Black folk in America
permeates these sources. The emotional depth is apparent:
scholarship and passion are held in tension. Smith’s intended
audience is essentially family therapists who work with Black
families to pursue health and wholeness. Navigating the Deep
River advocates Christian spiritual healing as a resource,
enabling Black people to understand this healing as an
authentic reflection of African-American spirituality.
What is Christian Spiritual Healing?
Christian spiritual healing is faith in God as revealed by
the Holy Spirit in Jesus Christ as the primary catalyst for
healing disease—emotional or physical. Prayer and Christ’s
presence change sickness to wellness. Christian spiritual
healing is modeled on the healing ministry of Jesus as a gift of
grace: “. . .for he [Jesus] had cured many, so that all who had
diseases pressed upon him to touch him.” (Mark 3:10 NRSV)
Basically, the practice involves recognition of God’s presence
in Christ having supremacy over a particular ailment and
positively impacting healing on that affliction. In the bibli¬
cal context, healing faith is bestowed upon those who are
called as his followers: “. . .and he [Jesus] sent them out to
proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal.” (Luke 9: 2 NRSV)
We can perceive Christian spiritual healing in African-
American spirituality as biblical faith, a form of actual prac¬
tice understood as an “appropriation of spiritual resources.”
Most scholars are hard-pressed to define spiritual healing
‘’See Howard Thurman, Deep River; and the Negro Spiritual Speaks of
Life and Death (Richmond, IN: Friends United Press, 1990).
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precisely. This phenomenon of Christian spiritual healing (as
opposed to a generic spiritual healing) emulates the biblical
context and the model of practice demonstrated in the heab
ing ministry of Jesus and his followers. The distinction is sig-
nificant in the context of African-American spirituality. To
evaluate the experience requires clarity about ones inten¬
tions. The most basic aim, of course, is to demonstrate a
medical/bodily change that can be measured as is indeed
sometimes the case. However, healing can only reasonably
be evaluated when the goals/desires of the “healee”6 (the per¬
son seeking healing) are understood. The desire may be to
eliminate fear, revealing a more courageous way to deal with
the challenge. This may result in a more dynamic witness of
the faith in Christ. For some, the desire may not necessarily
be a cure but healing in terms of positively affecting the man¬
ner in which the “dis-eased” condition is managed. For oth¬
ers, the desire is complete eradication of sickness.
The phenomenon of Christian spiritual healing mani¬
fests itself from a “dis-eased” state to one of health, especial¬
ly the physical body. It is precisely Christian when Christ is
preached and faith in him is acknowledged. John Wilkinson
provides a biblical understanding of Christian spiritual heal¬
ing in Health and Healing: “In general. . .healing is carried
out in the context of preaching and teaching. . .healing as
an activity of Jesus is practiced in illustration of his preaching
and teaching rather than as their text and occasion. . . .Physical
healing was not the primary purpose for which Jesus came
The terms “healee” and “healer” originate with Francis Geddes, a
retired United Church of Christ minister and spiritual director with the
Lloyd Pastoral Counseling Center, San Francisco Theological Seminary,
San Ansel mo, CA.
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and it is for this reason that preaching and teaching receive
the primary emphasis in the gospel records.”' Christian spin
itual healing, therefore, does not take as its focus the healing
of something. Instead, this healing recognizes an opportune
ty to glorify God by witnessing to Christ. In the pursuit of
healing, something more is at stake.
Dianne Hales’ article, “Can Prayer Really Heal?” (based
upon one of the largest randomized studies ever conducted on
spiritual healing by Mitchell Krucoff of Duke University
School of Medicine) describes the effect of prayer on healing:
Nobody knows what really happens in human beings
when they pray or when you pray for them in terms of the
physiological mechanisms involved. But it’s not uncorm
mon to he clueless about mechanisms. We cannot
explain why beta-blockers reduce death rates after a
heart attack either, hut we know that they do. . . . But
we can know enough, based on solid research, to say that
prayer, much like exercise and diet, has a connection
with better health/
Alita Anderson’s book, On the Other Side: African
Americans Tell of Healing, is highly recommended. Ms.
Anderson explores the phenomenology of healing and the
interconnectedness between the creative and the healing arts.
On the Other Side is a collection of oral narratives: “. . . [It]
presents the stories of a diverse group who all have one thing
in common—a profound experience with the power of healing.
7John Wilkinson, Health and Healing: Studies in New Testament
Principles and Practice (Edinburgh: Handset Press, 1980), 39.
THanne Hales, “Can Prayer Really Heal?” Parade Magazine, 23
March 2003, 5.
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Each individual’s account is woven together with the verses of
African-American spirituals that punctuate the story. . . A
Tools for Spiritual Healing
Smith highlights “three interpretive tools. . .important
for understanding families in their relationship to culture,
spiritual resources, and themselves: . . .dimension of depth,
reflexivity, and sense of agency.”10 Spiritual healing provides
dimension of depth, being part of the spiritual legacy of
African-American families—especially when the white
medical establishment refused to provide proper care for
Black families. Spiritual healing accommodates reflexivity
because it encourages individuals and families to engage in
meditative self-correction, seeing themselves not entirely
dependent upon questionable external resources. It is an
opportunity to contemplate what more can be done when
seemingly nothing more can be done. Finally, spiritual heal¬
ing confers a sense of agency, providing self-motivation to
face insurmountable challenges “with the belief that one can
produce an effect or influence an outcome.”11
The Community and Social Justice
Smith is acutely aware that African Americans do not
live in a cultural vacuum. In keeping with his metaphor, they
are but one stream flowing into the American river: the
mainstream is the dominant culture, operating historically
Alita Anderson, On the Other Side: African Americans Tell of Healing
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), [hack cover].
10Smith, Navigating the Deep River, xxviii.
"Ibid.
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and presently with racism as a reality. This being the case,
the first significant characteristic of African-American spiri¬
tuality is its need to hind the community of Black people
together as a shield or buffer to face the onslaught of racism.
The mainstream seeks to “divide and conquer” while Black
folk continue to struggle to keep the family together.
“Mutual care is a practice that counters. . .the collective
struggle against race discrimination and other forms of vio¬
lence. . .”12
Smith gives a roll call of past African-American leaders
who used mutual care to combat the evils of the American
mainstream. “They struggled for the good of all the people, and
not just for themselves. Theirs was a struggle for inclusion and
wider justice.”1' It is the biblically rooted mind-set for social
justice that positions spiritual healing in the African-American
context, not for a singular/individual body, but for the collec¬
tive body of people. In the best understanding of Christian spir¬
itual healing, the focus is witness to a definitive power that tri¬
umphs over all perceived evils of social injustice. Therefore, if
spiritual healing is merely to rid one of sickness, it does not con-
form within the context of African-American spirituality.
Healing is mutual care, shielding one from the broader socio¬
economic diseases, e.g., the on-going challenge of racism in the
United States, which breeds socio-economic injustices.
The Divine Source
The second characteristic of African-American spiritual¬
ity emphasizes that it is not accomplished by human will
based upon the correct mental/emotional attitude. Instead, it
Ibid., 13.
Ibid.
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comes from the biblical understanding of the God pro¬
claimed by Christ and affirmed by scripture as the Divine
Source. “That all the people of the earth may know that the
Lord is God, and that there is none else.” (I Kings 8:60 KJV)
Smith states that
[h]ealing, itself, is something that comes from beyond
us and is an experience of the human-divine relationship.
The Divine Spirit is the hearer of healing. . . .Some peo¬
ple have been culturally designated and trained to mobi¬
lize curative resources, such as the shaman, the medical
doctor, the priest, or the psychotherapist. Curative and
corrective measures also come through other kinds of
relationships, such as friendship or the teacher-student
relationship. Therapeutic communities (such as the
church, synagogue, mosque, or rehabilitation center)
exist and provide resources necessary to mobilize thera¬
peutic change.14
The power to heal comes from the Divine Source itself;
the practitioner is only an instrument for the healing pur¬
pose. According to African-American spirituality, the one
who practices healing is secondary to the One who makes
healing possible. In other words, the practitioner of spiritual
healing uses a spiritual gift. “Now there are a varieties of gifts,
hut the same Spirit. . .to another the gifts of healing by the
one Spirit . .” (I Corinthians 12:4, 9 NRSV). The focus
always remains steadfastly on the giver of the gift, i.e., the
Divine Source: “. . .the same God who activates all of them
[the spiritual gifts] in everyone.” (I Corinthians 12: 6 NRSV)
■Ibid., 9-10.
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This does not diminish the responsibilities of the practition¬
er. Perfect love comes only from God who made perfection
known in Jesus. All gifts are intended “[f]or the perfecting of
the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the
body of Christ.” (Ephesians 4:12 KJV)
The place of practitioners in African-American spiritu¬
ality needs to he recognized. This requires not only acknowl¬
edging the biblical mandate for healing hut also to cultivate
healing practitioners in the Black Church. Moreover, it
entails the reaffirmation of all those with the gift hut who
may be too timid to accept it. Not only is their biblical man¬
date in the church, hut also there is a critical social need to
promote spiritual healing in light of the existential plight of
African Americans.
Social Justice to Social Transformation
The third characteristic of African-American spirituali¬
ty, contends Smith, is concerned with more than an individ¬
ualistic sense of personal salvation simply for the sake of fair¬
ness. Such a view is primarily limited by a capitalistic world¬
view endemic to the “larger river system” of American soci¬
ety. African-American spirituality opposes a materialistic
worldview for the individual and that person’s larger com¬
munity. All peoples, in a spiritually-based understanding of
the self and world, are recognized as subject to the Divine
Power. Regenerative social justice is enlivened when moving
toward social transformation as a necessary goal to redeem
the world and humankind. Spiritual-mindedness is crucial
for the future development not only of African Americans
hut also for all Americans and the entire world.
A materialist reading of social change would trivial-
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ize or ignore the fact that inner, spiritual transformation is
an inseparable part of social transformation. The ongoing
struggle for social transformation must touch the spirit
and attitudes of individuals as well as humanize the work-
ings of social institutions, [which contribute to]. . .a self-
perpetuating cycle of joblessness, teenage pregnancies,
out-of-wedlock births, female-headed families, welfare
dependency, and serious crime, which leads to frustra¬
tion, despair, violence, and early death.15
Smith bases this third characteristic on interdisciplinary
research, reflecting the need for African-American spiritual¬
ity to be viewed as a resource for helping others, especially
“the truly disadvantaged” who have been “left behind in the
mid-century civil rights struggle.”16 Thus, this thrust
embraces social justice as it moves toward social transforma¬
tion within the socio-economic global environment of the
human family. The healing of the individual body enfolds
the healing of the body of the world.
The emphasis on social transformation significantly dis¬
tinguishes Christian spiritual healing in the context of
African-American spirituality by its forceful approach to
social change. In other words, Black people seek spiritual
healing not just for their individual needs but for the corpo¬
rate need of the larger community, recognizing sickness in its
systemic nature. Effective practitioners of Christian spiritual
healing do not view this as individualistic self-absorption to
seek a miraculous cure: “If healing is not limited to curing, it
includes the possibility of cure, and moves beyond it. . . .By
‘Thid., 24-25.
,6Ibid., 24.
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God’s Word we are made whole now and for all eternity.
That we are a part of something larger than ourselves and far
more gracious than we imagine is healing news. . . In
African-American spirituality, this “something larger than
ourselves” is concerned with impacting the currents of the
“larger river system.” Consequently, spiritual healing in the
African-American spiritual context embraces not materials-
tic/individualistic concepts hut “cosmological ideas.”1''
Cosmological ideas are intrinsic to African-American
spirituality in moving from social justice to social transfor¬
mation. Melva Costen regards these ideas as “prevailing
African cosmological views”: “The cosmos, God’s divine cre¬
ation, is understood as a whole unit or body that is alive,
sacred, and the foundation of religious values.”19 In African-
American spirituality, spiritual healing seeks to reconcile the
individual/physical body as well as the “divine creation” or
the body of the physical universe to God.
Consistent with this characteristic, Smith interprets the
African-American pastoral theologian Romney Mosely’s
“two ways a Christian might respond to life’s contradictions.”
This positioning of spiritual healing coincides with Smith’s
characteristics of African-American spirituality: . . .“to
approach the contradictions of life and find meaning
through acts of self-giving and through solidarity with others,
especially the oppressed. This is not an individual act of self-
sacrifice. Rather, it is a radical commitment to build up a new
kind of community through repeated acts of self-giving. Such
’'Peggy Schultz-Akerson, “What Do We Mean by Healing?”
Lutheran Partners 11, no. 1 (January/February 1995): 15-16.
18Smith, Navigating the Deep River, 30.
lyMelva Wilson Costen, African American Christian Worship
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1993), 17-18.
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acts join with the acts of others. Together they form streams
of transformation.”20
In this regard, Smith makes a dramatic mention of the
pioneering work in African-American pastoral care therapy
by Edward and Anne Wimberly who “link counseling strate¬
gies to the wider social system.”21 By so doing, Smith main¬
tains the necessary interdisciplinary approach which
African-American practitioners of spiritual healing must
use. This practitioner cannot employ a religiously conserva¬
tive approach for spiritual healing but instead engages the
essentials: the Bible as foundational and the Christological
faith as central, employing the work of interdisciplinary
scholars. As an example, Smith acknowledges Cornel West
as “theologian, philosopher, and cultural analyst.”22 This
interdisciplinary understanding that spiritual healing in the
African-American spiritual context is concerned with the
physical body of the individual, the community of the indi¬
vidual, and the whole world, intrinsically linking the indi¬
vidual and community.
The Spiritual Refugee
The fourth characteristic of African-American spiritual¬
ity highlighted by Smith is essential in understanding the
symbiotic relationship between African-American spiritual¬
ity and the practice of spiritual healing—“the spiritual
refugee.” In referring to this group, the ailment of the indi¬
vidual is inextricably linked to African-American society in
particular and American society overall. Thus, spiritual
"Smith, Navigating the Deep River, 31-32.
Hbid., 32.
22Ibid., 25.
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refugee is “analogous to those who have been uprooted or
have left their spiritual home in search of a new one, gener-
ally because they have been persecuted. They seek refuge
from persecution in another place and are in need of securb
ty, safety and comfort.”21
Never has this been truer than in the case of African-
American gay and lesbian Christians—truer still in the case of
African Americans living with HIV/AIDS. Journalist Lori
Robinson, in a popular Black magazine targeted to the
African-American young adult middle class, reports a tragic
situation in “Ignorance Is Not Bliss: Debunking AIDS Myths”:
Still, African-Americans are direly misinformed. . . .
As a result of widespread denial, ignorance and other fac¬
tors, HIV/AIDS rates are higher for African Americans
than any other ethnic or racial group. According to the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, in 2004,
African Americans were about 13 percent of the popula¬
tion, but represented 49 percent of new adult AIDS diag¬
noses. From 2001 to 2004, Blacks were 51 percent of new
HIV diagnoses. Out of all females diagnosed with HIV,
68 percent were Black. In 2002, HIV was the number
one cause of death for African-American women ages 25
to 34.24
Robinson goes on to report that the myths surrounding
HIV/AIDS have been tremendously difficult to combat. For
example, it is a myth that a minority of African Americans
23Ibid„ 36-37.
24Lori S. Robinson, “Ignorance Is Not Bliss: Debunking AIDS
Myths.” Heart and Soul 5, no. 6 (June/July 2006): 54.
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become infected with HIV through homosexual sex. Among
African-American men diagnosed with HIV from 2001 to
2004, 51 percent contracted the virus in ways other than sex
with men. Heterosexual sex resulted in infection for 78 per¬
cent of HIV-positive Black women, and drug injection for
another 19 percent.25
The spiritual healing of these spiritual refugees takes into
account the oppressive environment of the American main¬
stream and the schizophrenic milieu of the Black Church.
The Black Christian practitioner of spiritual healing heals
not just the physical body of the individual but the institu¬
tional body of the Black Church, which has contributed to
the tragic situation pertaining to AIDS or stood silent in
unfortunate fear and/or ignorance. For indeed, Robinson
states that Phil Wilson, “founder and executive director of
the Los Angeles-based black AIDS Institute, the only
HIV/AIDS think tank in the U.S., focused exclusively on
African Americans” points out that . .the belief that only
gay people get AIDS continues to linger because of the
stigmatization of sexual diversity. . . .Wilson is calling on
Black leaders and organizations to make HIV/AIDS a main
priority.”26 Naturally, this includes the Black Church.
Smith has “. . .argued that historically, spirituality has
been the greatest resource for African Americans in times of
trouble. Therefore, therapy cannot be divorced from the spir¬
ituality of African Americans. It is a resource to be tapped.”27
What is strongly argued here is that spiritual healing cannot
be divorced from the essential practice of helping African
Americans tap into spirituality as a resource. The neglect of
’Ibid.
26Ibid., 54-55.
Smith, Navigating the Deep River, 34-
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spiritual healing, for whatever reason, can no longer be tob
erated, maligned, or casually considered, especially in the
empirical understanding of the Black spiritual refugee: many
have been ejected from the Black Church because of path-
archal power conflicts and others because of “sexual and/or
spiritual abuse.”28
The many others include Black children in the foster-care
system, Black ex-convicts, and the cosmopolitan African
American who, given the nature of African-American spiri¬
tuality, remain intrinsically spiritually-minded hut reject
uninformed Bible reading or conservative theological inter¬
pretation of Jesus’ ministry. In Christian spiritual healing,
the early Black Church understands “all God’s chillin’ got
shoes”; and thus, no person no matter the disease, economic
class or lifestyle is to be shunned, discriminated against, and
worse of all mistreated. “Now therefore ye are no more
strangers and foreigners, but fellow-citizens with the saints,
and of the household of God. . (Ephesians 2:19 KJV)
African-American spirituality is unbiblical and contrary
to authentic Christian spiritual healing if it discriminates
under any guise—social, political, economic, or religious.
So Jesus called them and said to them, ‘you know
that among the Gentiles those whom they recognized as
their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are
tyrants over them. But it is not so among you; but who¬
ever wishes to become great among you must be your ser¬
vant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be
slave of all. For the Son of Man came not to be served
but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.’
28Ibid., 38.
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(Mark 10: 42-45 NRSV)
The many include the spiritual refugee. African-
American spiritual refugees seek and are in need of spiritual
healing, particularly if they have been unwelcome. The
African-American spiritual refugee ought not to be ignored:
“The deep river of African American spirituality in which
they have been immersed will remain wherever they go.”29
Advocating Spiritual Healing in the Black Church
Christian spiritual healing in the context of African-
American spirituality, gleaned from Navigating the Deep River,
upon which Smith advocates his dominant theme: “. . . that
historical memory, the legacy of the slave’s religion, and the
present-day struggles of African Americans form a continu¬
ous stream of spiritual experiences and are resources to be
tapped and augmented.”’’0 Among these resources, the resur¬
gence of spiritual healing has its rightful place. This advoca¬
cy can be an important aspect in African-American spiritu¬
al resources because “A central theme in African American
spirituality is agape love. It is the radical idea that God sides
with the oppressed and works for their freedom; and there is
nothing that can separate the believer from the love of
God.”31
Practitioners of spiritual healing in the Black Church are
needed to actualize African-American spirituality, providing
a healing consciousness, fostering hope, and contributing to
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oppressed and often desire spiritual healing in addition to
therapeutic counseling. Christian spiritual healing is a prac-
tice in the spiritual resources of the African-American
Church. Especially, it is conducive to African-American
spirituality as manifested in Navigating the Deep River.
Both African-American spirituality and Christian spiritual
healing share a cardinal principle: “One infinite God. . .uni¬
fies [all humankind] and nations; constitutes [the family of
humankind]; ends wars; fulfills the Scripture, ‘Love thy neigh¬
bor as thyself’; annihilates pagan and Christian idolatry—
whatever is wrong in social, civil, criminal, political, and reli¬
gious codes; equalizes the sexes; annuls the curse on
[humankind], and leaves nothing that can sin, suffer, be pun¬
ished or destroyed.52 Authentic Christian spiritual healing
asserts that the image of all human creatures can only he as
God: whole, complete, harmonious, and fully reconciled to
God through Christ. African-American spirituality promotes
all humankind in the image of a loving God; and in that
image, healing from sin as well as disease is possible.
Two Advantages of African-American Spirituality
for Therapy and Black Church Leadership
African-American spirituality advocates competencies
in therapeutic work by marriage and family therapists. Two
advantages are selected that seem to he the most helpful for
Black-church leaders as well as therapists—both advocating
the practice of spiritual healing.
Number 1: In African-American spirituality, a cadre of
32Mary Baker Eddy, Science and Health with Key to the Scripture
(Boston: The First Church of Christ Scientist, 1875), 340.
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healers has emerged who facilitate different forms of healing.
The need for healing stemmed from institutional racism and
its attitudinal effect of Nihilism, especially in postmodern
African-American life. A shared commitment for the person
in distress melds the roles into a force for a noble cause.
Ancient healers such as witch doctors, medicine men and
women, faith healers, or shamans critically intervened in the
social context to provide hope and offer strategies of trans¬
formation. They shared a common belief that the Spirit of
the Divine Other reality permeated everyday life, and sought
to meld spiritual and material resources in their solution to
an existential crisis.” In the era of postmodernism, some of
the functions may he rightfully out-of-place. A variety of
roles to help those who are in need of healing, however,
yields an indispensable cadre of leadership—the therapist
and the practitioner of spiritual healing.
At crucial times, people in stress do not need unneces¬
sary conflict among help providers. The recognition of a
faith healer, along with a therapist and a medical doctor, can
he a bridge. Smith asserts that in the case of a social-service
agency “[m]uch of what they do bridges the role of teacher,
family therapist, and social worker.”'4 The ministry of a prac¬
titioner of spiritual healing can strengthen the bridge and
thus be a useful tool for the church and the therapeutic com¬
munity service providers. The Black Church need not be
ashamed of its legacy which lifts up God when all hope is
gone or its faith conviction that “Jesus is a rock in a weary
land”—especially when that “weary land” is an incurable dis¬
ease. Therefore, a reaffirmation of the spiritual gift of heal-
’’Smith, Navigating (he Deep River, 102.
Mlhid., 104.
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ing, the ministry of the spiritual healer and the hope they
engender can be a bridge among the therapist, and the Black
pastor, or religious professional.
Number 2: “Secular” professional health providers
(social workers, marriage and family therapists, clinical psy-
chologists, addiction specialists, physicians, and pastoral
counselors) ask a fundamental question in working with
Black families. The issue cuts across disciplinary lines, pin¬
pointing central realities in understanding African-
American spirituality: “In this light, what do today’s caregiv¬
er need to know about tapping into the spiritual resources of
African Americans and other families?”11
If the caregiver lacks an understanding of the Black reli¬
gious experience, an answer to the question from a person
knowledgeable about spiritual healing could stimulate
awareness about non-material values that many Black people
esteem. A provider could appreciate a simple “prayer
request” for healing, and the “secular” health provider can
recognize faith as a spiritual tool for healing. The answer
enables us to relate more meaningfully to an African-
American suffering with sickness. The veracity embodied in
this answer is independent of the religious background of the
helping professional. “While spirituality is not an explicit
part of their [therapists’] work, it is implicit in their manner
of working with people. Theology and spirituality are not
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Smith concludes Navigating the Deep River with the
admission that “the whole journey to the sea cannot be seen.
What we see is limited by past experiences, our present
standpoint, and the anticipated future. And the relationship
between what we can see and know is never settled.
Therefore faith and trust, courage and risk taking are
required for this journey.”’7 When a person is battling a life-
threatening illness, time stands still in the moment of pain.
At such times, Black persons find comfort in knowing that
through it all “God is still good all the time and all the time
God is good.” This affirmation rings true with a feeling of
“faith and trust” even if not theologically clear. Black spiri¬
tuality is so woven in the soul of Black folk that it runs like
an unconscious stream of water flowing in a desert of fear.
We can understand the metaphor of the river as the river
of faith, a current of water called spiritual healing, offering a
stream of courage in the midst ofdemoralizing health risks. In
the indefatigable religion of Black folk there are many streams
which flow to God. For indeed theirs is “[a] religious belief
system that emphasizes spiritual values such as agape love,
scripture reading and meditation, private and public prayers,
song, and nurturing relationships [which] would appear triv¬
ial in a secular society that is driven by greed and selfishness,
and that measures human worth in monetary terms.”38
This is not true for African Americans. They, in their
soul, are stirred by the profound belief in God, and the river
flowing to God will send a current of water to lift them up.
Spiritual healing is as much apart of the legacy of hope for
African Americans as the choir singing “Amazing Grace,
,7Ibid., 140.
'Ibid., 125.
124 The Journal of the 1TC
How Sweet the Sound. . . Now is the time to present spir¬
itual healing as a stream flowing in the river toward God.
Therefore, let us offer this practice once again to the Black
Church—one of many rich religious resources and biblically-
based spiritual values empowering Black folk in America
throughout the century.
Smile Forced Upon You
I want to remember
Thed imple in your left cheek
Dancing with your laughter
And the way your lips
Curl upward in surprise
The sun kissing the freckles
On your nose, your hair
Unruly and untamed
I want to recall you
In the photo from
Summer ‘94
Sand in your short,
Complaining of mosquitoes
Laughing all the same
Not your face caked
With your own blood
Twisted in agony
Surprised to be dying
I want to remember
The you I knew
In family albums
At reunions
Sitting on the edge
Of your seat, telling stories
Not the you in this casket
A smile forced upon you
© Valerie Bridgeman Davis
 
Emily J. Choge*
MUGAMBI: “A PROPHET OF HOPE FOR
THE UPROOTED PEOPLE OF AFRICA”
Introduction
In the context of Africa’s uprooted heritage, pastors need
to manifest health and wholeness, not only in their spiritual
walk, hut also in relationship with their flock. A spirituality
reflecting health and wholeness recognizes the rich heritage
of Africa’a past, which acknowledges dependence on God as
well as connectedness with one’s fellow human heings. One
person who has profoundly exemplified this lifestyle is J.N.K.
Mugambi, a prophet of hope. Mugamhi not only provides a
diagnosis for Africa’s ailments hut demonstrates a spirituali¬
ty for the African church of the future.
A prophet in ancient times not only foretold the future,
that person also analyzed the signs of the time, made a thor-
ough diagnosis of the societal issues and charted the way
forward in the light of the sometimes grim situations. Many
a prophet having seen such a diagnosis would prophesy only
doom for the people. However, Mugamhi has not only been
a thorough critic of the tradition that reared him—
Christian theology arising out of a white missionary her¬
itage—hut has shown the way forward. In his theology of
reconstruction, which he sees as a fitting paradigm for a the¬
ology for the church in Africa in the twenty-first century,
*Emily J. Choge is a lecturer in the department of philosophy and his¬
tory, Moi University, Edloret, Kenya; Nairobi Evangelical Graduate School
of Theology and St. Paul’s United Theological College, Limru, Kenya. She
is also a minister at Grace Chapel and the Interdenominational Church,
both at Moi University.
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he not only foretells “a future for the church” hut also forth-
tells how “the church of the future” in Africa will look.
This essay affirms Mugambi’s contribution to the spiri¬
tuality of health and wholeness of the church in Africa
especially with respect to the motif of reconstruction: high¬
lighting issues that qualify him as a prophet of hope, espe¬
cially his emphasis on the recovery of the African tradi¬
tional heritage and the unity of the church; responding to
marginalized groups—specifically, the refugees who depict
the story of uprooted Africa more than anyone. Though
Mugamhi’s theology of reconstruction provides a stimulat¬
ing theological reflection of the problems affecting the
church in Africa, there is still much work to he done, see¬
ing that it transforms the lives of uprooted people. This can
only be done by theologians, who are also practitioners, a
role that Mugambi has played well. The writer’s research
among the refugees illustrates how the church in Kenya is
responding to this problem.
Africa’s Long History of Uprootedness
It is evident from Mugambi’s work that the problems of
Africa do not stem just in the missionary past hut from a
long legacy of European interference. He says, “Africa has
been in crisis for the last five hundred years—since Europe
started to penetrate its hills and valleys, mountains and
plains, deserts and forests.”1 Our task is twofold: to honor
Mugambi in tracing the landmarks of Africa’s uprooted her¬
itage and to demonstrate that his theology of reconstruction
'J.N.K. Mugambi, From Liberation to Reconstruction: African
Christian Theology after the Cold War (Nairobi: East African Educational
Publishers, 1995), 220.
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provides both theological and practical resources to man¬
age this problem. We now direct our attention to the caus¬
es of Africa’s uprootedness.
Slave Trade
The plunder of the human resources of Africa occurred
for over five hundred years. How many slaves left Africa?
It is most tragic that the populations taken were between
fifteen - thirty years in the prime of life. They were the
able-bodied—the hope of Africa’s future—cut off before
their prime. Slave trade was a great loss to Africa in sever¬
al ways. Basil Davidson says, “It deprived a large number of
African societies of many of their best producers, the
youngest and the strongest of their men and women; and it
did this not spasmodically but continuously over several
centuries.The constant raids and disruption of the popu¬
lation meant that stable and viable economies could not be
established. Many lives were lost through wars waged to
capture the slaves. Due to this disruption, agriculture,
industry, and all other forms of the economy were diverted
into the trade in human beings.
Colonialism
Since it was not possible to sustain a slave economy, there
was the onslaught of colonialism. In 1884, Africa was parti¬
tioned. Mugambi says, “On a continental scale, the crisis
reached the peak at the Berlin Conference (1884T885), when
the continent was partitioned between the powerful nations of
Basil Davidson, Africa in History: Themes and Outlines, rev. and exp.
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1991), 221.
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Europe without regard for the cultural, religious and political
institutions evolved hy African peoples for millennia.”'
Most of Africa was under colonial rule for almost 150
years. Populations were moved to make room for the white
settlers to occupy their lands. In Kenya, the Masaai were
divided into half when the British carved a corridor of
land—literally tearing them into two sections and confined
in reserves. The Nandi fought with the British for seven
years. In 2005, the Nandi celebrated 100 years of their
leader Koitalel Arap Samoei who was killed for resisting
the British. The Nandi were moved into reserves. In order
to cross from one section of the country to another they
had to carry a pass; otherwise, they would not healoe.4
The British introduced cash crops grown to benefit the
empire for European industries. To force the Africans onto
these farms, a hut and poll tax were introduced. Africans were
separated from their families. This was especially so in places
that had minerals such as South Africa. They were forced to
work in mines and lived in congested rooms. This began the dis¬
ruption of the African family system so that presently Africans
have two homes: one where they work and the other in the city.
They not only suffered physical uprootedness, hut they were
socially and psychologically displaced.
Introduction of Christianity
Then Christianity was introduced, and missionaries
came earlier than the colonialists. For example, the first
missionaries5 were two Germans, Krapf and Rehman, who
’Mugambi, From Liberation to Reconstruction, 200.
4The writer’s father said that due to the high-handed way of the
British, they had no hope of ever overcoming them.
5The Portuguese came to the coast of East Africa in the fourteenth
century, hut they were interested in trade and never bothered to spread
Christianity.
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came under the auspices of the Church Missionary Society
in 1844. They never made any converts. Krapf’s wife and
child died of malaria. But he wrote the first dictionary in
Kiswahili and translated the Bible into Swahili. Most the
missionaries had the mentality that Africans had no rein
gion and were animists. Mugambi argues:
More often than not, the Christian missionary
enterprise in Africa has failed because the African cul¬
tural and religious heritage was dismissed as heathenism
and paganism. When you dismiss the cultural and reli¬
gious heritage of a people, you have no right to convert
that community. . . .Some arrogant and ignorant
anthropologists describe African religious heritage as
animism. Animism is the belief that the universe is
inhabited by numerous spirits, and that everything is
animated by spirits. Animism is regarded as an elemen¬
tary belief system which comes before pantheism, poly¬
theism, and monotheism. According to this anthropo¬
logical theory, the animist is not yet civilized enough to
have the concept of God. How then can animists be
converted to Christianity? How can the Bible be trans¬
lated into the language of the people whose religion is
animism?. . . .The fact that there is a word for God in
most African languages, confirms it is a serious error to
describe Africans as animists.6
In agreement with Mugambi, one other African theolo¬
gian, Kwame Bediako of Akrofi- Christaller, in Ghana, has
said, “The missionaries did not bring Jesus to Africa; Jesus
'Mugambi, From Liberation to Reconstruction, 21.
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brought the missionaries to Africa.”'
Colonialists occupied locations in Africa because of the
missionaries. Hence the saying: “The flag followed the
cross.” Mugambi notes: “Every missionary society regarded
its respective metropolitan government as its temporal
defender, and operated in the colonies as the spiritual com
queror of the African Soul.”s These missionaries did not
treat the people any better than the white settlers. There is
this saying in one of the Kenyan languages Gutiri ngurani ya
Mubia na Muthungu.9 Missionaries were elected to serve the
interests of the Africans in the Legislative Council; some
like Archdeacon Owen spoke against land alienation and
forced labor in Western Kenya. He was nicknamed “the
archdemon” by his white counterparts. Education in Africa
is a lifelong process, preparing one to be effective in one’s
community. At present, we have a generation of young peo-
pie with book knowledge, but they do not know how to
relate to others in the community. When the missionaries
introduced Christianity, they condemned all the tradition-
al African beliefs and practices as demonic and barbaric.
This further deepened Africa’s alienation of the mind and
was worse than the physical colonization.10
'Kwame Bediako, “Missionaries Did Not Bring Jesus to Africa: Jesus
Brought the Missionaries to Africa,” a paper presented at the 6th
Annual School of Theology at African Institute of Contemporary
Mission and Research (Butere, Kenya: The Institute, August 23, 2006).
SJ.N.K. Mugambi, Christian Theology and Social Reconstruction
(Nairobi, Kenya: Acton Publishers, 2003), 12.
‘The saying means literally that there is no difference between set-
tier and missionary.
lcSee Nahashon Ndungu, “Towards the Recovery of African
Identity, in Theology of Reconstruction: Exploratory Essays, ed. M.N.
Getui and E.A. Oheng (Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 1999), 258-265.
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Independence
The legacy of colonialism fueled refugee influxes imme¬
diately after independence. This explains the situation
between North and Northern Sudan; Algeria; Nigeria and
the Biafra War; the War in Congo and the Katanga region;
the Hutu-Tutsi problem in Rwanda, Burundi; Ethiopia and
Eritrea. Mugambi observes:
Decolonization after World War 11 was implement¬
ed faster than many African nationalists would have
expected, and this occasioned another crisis—the crisis
of taking over from colonial administrators. The transi¬
tion was nowhere smooth. African governments found
themselves in power without the resources necessary for
efficient governance. Thus, they were potentially unsta¬
ble from their beginnings, and so remained, several
decades thereafter."
Some countries remained under colonial rule: Mozambique,
Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), and South Africa. Colonialists used the
method of divide and rule. Isolating one group from another
encouraged exploitation, e.g., dividing Southern and Northern
Sudan and Southern and Southern Nigeria. Africans had to lit¬
erally jump hurdles to unite. Colonialism was ironical in the
sense of alienating people from their land and traditions.
Then they were taught English. This served to unite
Africans in their fight for independence. Kiswahili12 (Bantu
"Mugambi, From Liberation to Reconstruction, 220.
Mugambi says Kwame Nkrumah suggested Kiswahili as the lan¬
guage that should be taught in all African universities. See Mugambi,
Christian Theology and Social Construction, 40.
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language originating in the East Coast of Africa from inter'
marriage of Arabs and Africans) was extended through colo-
nialism and the advance of the Kenya-Uganda Railway.11
Ill-Conceived Political Policies and
a Legacy of Poor Leaders
At independence the Kenyan government identified three
ills to eradicate: poverty, disease, and illiteracy. Unfortunately,
most of the spending was used for military equipment so that
the administration could remain in power. The money was
invested in ill-conceived projects, e.g., the Tana River irriga¬
tion scheme displaced about 20,000 people in the mid-70s
and then failed. Mugambi argues that the liberation motif
was emphasized at independence with no one asking what
kind of liberation was desired and after liberation, then
what? After independence, existing colonial structures though
unchanged were inherited. Mugambi notes:
In the anti-colonial literature of the 1940s, 1950s,
and 1960s there are many arguments to justify the self-
determination of colonized peoples, but hardly any
indications of the kind of society that those peoples
should build. Hence, at independence most colonies
inherited the same social and economic structures that
the colonial establishment had erected. Apparently it
was assumed, by most African secular and religious lead¬
ers, that the withdrawal of the colonial structures would
’’Building of the Kenya-Uganda Railway is an interesting story.
Many African prophets/seers predicted the coming of “a long snake”
that would come from the East and quench its thirst in Lake Victoria
in the West.
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automatically lead to new social structures and that the
colonial structures needed no reform, provided they
were taken over, intact, by Africans.14
One of the inherited structures was the focus on our
export'oriented economy. The main exports are tea and
coffee. This means the best arable land is devoted to grow¬
ing these two crops. The irony of this is a lack of rainfall
prevents a good yield of these crops; we, however, cannot
eat the berries or the tea leaves. There has been great resist¬
ance to change this economy due to most of the huge tea
plantations being owned by multinational corporations
such as Unilever, Dole, etc. When the prices of these prod¬
ucts fall in the world market, economies are affected. Tariffs
restrict goods from the Southern countries from entering
into market; yet we are asked to liberalize our economies.
This was the requirement of the Structural Adjustment
Programs, imposed on the developing countries by the
World Bank, to ensure their being debt free. African coun¬
tries had to devalue their currencies, liberalize the econo¬
my, and introduce political reforms—most of which have
had a devastating effect on Africa.
The End of the Cold War
The Cold War was another major cause of refugee
influx in the countries. After independence, there was
short-lived civilian rule in African nations. Most of them
became military dictatorships who supported either the
West or the East. Mugambi says “. . . civil strife is funded
Mugambi, From Liberation to Reconstruction, 39-40.
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and armed by external bodies which are keen to test new
weapons and dump obsolete ones in Africa. . . .Thus Africa
has become the battleground of the big powers which, iron¬
ically, have vested in themselves the responsibility to main¬
tain the peace in the world. How can there he peace in the
world when the peace-keepers are the leading exporters of
war and weapons.”IS
One of the World Bank’s requirements was that we had
to move into multi-party democracies. This call came
because it was the end of the Cold War, and the military
dictatorships that had been propped up by US were sud¬
denly not useful anymore. This fall caused disruption and
the ripple effect in many countries in the Horn of Africa and
beyond such as Somalia, Ethiopia, Sudan, Uganda, etc. Among
them were Mobutu Sese Seko of Congo and Siad Barre of
Somalia. This is when Kenya had the greatest influx of refugees.
As a result, in 1992 there were about ten refugee camps
throughout the country. The most affected were the Kikuyu
who live in the central part of Kenya near Nairobi. At inde¬
pendence, the political climate allowed them to acquire land in
other parts of Kenya—the Rift Valley and the Coast Province.
During the campaigns for multi-party elections, hostilities were
exacerbated based on the land issue. People who had lived
together for a long time were suddenly hostile with one anoth¬
er. The Kikuyu were told to return to their former area; they
were literally hounded out of their farms. Thus, in addition to
hosting large numbers of refugees, Kenya had to deal with her
own internally-displaced peoples—the result of tribal clashes.
Natural Disasters
Natural disasters, e.g., famine and hunger have affected
the countries of the Horn of Africa. That there has been
15Ibid., 164.
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war continually here has prevented time for meaningful
activity to focus on agriculture. Mugambi rightly argues
that “[i]n Africa, it can be shown that natural disasters are
much less significant than social instability as causes of
food deficits.”16 War disallows time to concentrate on such
activities. These countries have really been devastated by
the “Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse”1'—hunger, disease,
famine, and war.
HIV/AIDS and Poverty
In recent years, the HIV/AIDS pandemic is having dev¬
astating consequences in Africa. Ten percent of the world’s
population lives in Africa, and they contribute sixty-four
percent of those living with HIV/AIDS.18 HIV/AIDS is a
heterosexual disease in Africa, clearing whole villages.
Those who remain are old people and children. These old
people are unable to work, but they care for the young ones.
Most of are child-headed homes; older siblings care for the
younger children. Such orphans are not able to go to school
because they cannot afford to pay school fees.19 It is the
story of slave trade once again when the able-bodied are
diminished between the ages of fifteen - forty-nine. Most of
the national funds are spent treating HIV/AIDS and not
focusing on other diseases such as malaria or measles.
l6Ibid., 86.
' John Markakis, Resource Conflict in the Horn of Africa (London:
Sage Publications, 1998), 7; see also E.A. Obeng, “Healing the
Groaning of Creation in Africa,” in Christian Theology, 11.
1'UNAIDS, “Overview of the Global Aids Epidemic,” Report on the
Global Aids Epidemic (Geneva: UNAIDS, 2006), 15.
' Kenya has universal free primary education but there is over¬
crowding. Some classes have as many as 100 students. One wonders
about the quality of the education in this situation. Teachers must be
paid by the government, and this is a great strain on the economy. In
high school, students pay an exorbitant fee to attend school.
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Prolonged patients’ illness strains both the national and
family resources. We are speaking of millions of persons; we
need to do something urgently. The plight of women is
great. They are caregivers in the home, and if the head of
the household or a member of the household is sick, they
take care of them. They, therefore, drop out of school. In
situations of poverty, they are driven to a life of prostitution
so that they can earn a living for their family. Young girls
are also targeted by older men because of the myth that if
you have sex with a virgin you will he cured. This is coni'
pounded by African traditional beliefs which expose women
to HIV/AIDS, e.g., widow inheritance, female circumcision,
and women not expected to negotiate for sex or to refuse sex
especially in a marriage relationship. The man may he
unfaithful hut the woman might not he able to say no. To he
married is to he at a great risk of getting HIV/AIDS.0
The situation has eased with the introduction of Anti-
Retroviral (ARV) Treatment, hut this also has complica'
tions; one has to undergo treatment for the rest of one’s life.
Does it do any good to introduce ARVs to people who are
hungry and cannot afford to buy a meal? HIV/AIDS is more
than a medical problem, having social, economic, and
political components. And, we have to look at it from all
perspectives if we are to provide wholesome interventions.
Widespread dissemination of information about HIV/AIDS
has also reduced stigmatization and marginalization of
those living with the disease. Churches are really doing
wonderful things in responding to HIV/AIDS prevention
20One of the writer’s married colleagues fears to go for Voluntary
Counseling and Testing since she would not enforce on herself the sta¬
tus of the test—whatever it might be. This person is highly educated;
one cannot imagine how it is for women dependent on their spouses for
livelihood.
Mugambi: A Prophet of Hope 139
and education, the treatment, and also caring for those who
have been affected—especially the widows, grandparents,
and orphans.
Uprootedness in African is multifaceted: political, geo-
graphical, and cultural. One cannot imagine the trauma of
refugees who move from country to country not only to
face the loss of home, but also the loss of all they consider
valuable—culture, identity, roots, a sense of belonging.
One cannot imagine a community which moved from lit'
erally a hunter-gatherer mode of production to the age of
celhphones, by-passing all the stages in between. Africans
have learned to live in two worlds. They are bilingual both lit¬
erally and conceptually. In these two'worlds, one has to nego-
tiate between buying credit for the cell phone and buying food
for the family. Mugambi notes: “This becomes obvious when
comparing the modern lifestyles of African youth with the
lifestyles of their parents and their children. African is tom
between sustaining its own cultural heritage and embracing
European values as promoted in the market place.”21
A Prophet of Hope for the Uprooted People
One needs to ask what has sustained Africans in this
perpetual state of uprootedness? How have we survived to
tell the story? Two thrusts are evident: roots in our rich
African heritage which is anchored in God and the focus
on hospitality. Mugambi expresses our hope thus:
J.N.K. Nugambi, ed., The Church and the Future in Africa: Problems
and Promises (Nairobi: AACC, 1997), 7.
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Africa, which in the 1990s is in a pitiable condition
as a result of natural disasters, and the collapse of its
social institutions, may emerge as the most influential
continent in the 21st century. But this hope must be
accompanied by determination to utilize the available
and potential resources for the welfare of the people and
its nations. The Church has the responsibility to prepare
the people for this immense task, and proclaim that with
faith, hope and love, God makes possible what to human
beings appears an impossibility.22
The writer pays tribute to the prophets who gives us
hope and helps us to recover some our African heritage and
relate it to biblical heritage.2' They help us to counteract
the lies of the oppressors that Africa was a dark continent,
that we did not have history until the white people came.
They help us to piece together our shattered story and tell
it to the world. They help us rewrite the history of our peo-
pie. Among them are great church leaders and theologians.
Particularly, tribute is given to Mugambi, “who has
emerged as one of the most articulate theologians in the
African continent. His reflections deserve a much broader
audience.”24 Let us now examine some of the contributions
Mugambi has made to Africa.
22Mugambi, From Liberation to Reconstruction, 51.
2,See Robert J. Schreiter, Reconciliation: Mission and Ministry in a
Changing Social Order (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2002), 48, 64- He
notes that those who have deep belief in God are able to survive in
time of violence.
24See Isaac M.T. Mwase, “Kuona: An African Perspective on Religions:
J.N.K. Mugambi’s Contribution” (paper presented at the Twentieth World
Congress of Philosophy, Boston, MA, August 10-15, 1998).
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Mugambi’s great contribution is advancing theological
discussion. When conversation was at a stalemate with the
theology of liberation, like a true prophet, he read the signs
of the times and propelled the deliberations in a new direc¬
tion. The discourse on liberation theology had degenerated
into the false dichotomy between individual salvation and
social transformation. The reconstruction theme, drawn
from the period after the exile, was more appropriate for
rebuilding African fallen structures after the end of the Cold
War. This is an apt biblical metaphor resonating with the
inspiration to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem by Nehemiah
after the exile. Liberation was reactive and not proactive
since scholars were defining themselves against such para¬
digms as “Third World,” which for Mugambi carried the con¬
notation “Third Rate” theologians.’" These continued to he
used long after the Cold War ended. The liberationists
focused on being liberated, but did not ask liberated into what?
Thus, Mugambi not only asked the question but also provided
the solution—the theology of reconstruction. The word
“reconstruction” carries a multidisciplinary ring with its con¬
nection to engineering as well as social reconstruction. Indeed,
it invites much flexibility and a variety of participation engag¬
ing the personal, social, ecclesial, cultural etc. Mugambi argues
that “[reconstruction is done when an existing complex
becomes dysfunctional, for whatever reason, and the user [is]
still required to [utilize] it. New specification may be made in
the new designs, while some aspects of the old complex are
still retained in the new.”26
2lIhid., 11.
26Ibid., 12.
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The failure to ask questions led to many problems.
Schreiter notes: “There have been seventy coups against
African governments in the first thirty years of independ'
ence.”27 He also warns against the shortsightedness of libera'
tion without changing the structures of oppression. He says,
“Liberation is not just liberation from the violent situation,
but also liberation from the structures and processes that per'
mit and promote violence.”2S Thus, Mugambi issued this chaL
lenge: “The church in Africa with support and encourage'
ment from partners abroad is challenged to prepare itself for
the task of reconstruction by restructuring and reorienting
itself in such as a way as to contribute its gifts and resources
human and otherwise for the welfare of Africa’s peoples.”2’
Africa’s Religious Heritage
When in high school, the writer took the course “Luke’s
Gospel for Africa Today.” Reading the infancy narratives in
Luke, especially the naming ceremonies, were fascinating
since we could compare them with the African-naming cere-
monies from our various communities. It was wonderful to
hear how neighbors named their children, bringing us closer
together. Circumcision was a hot topic also for discussion.
There are communities in Kenya that do not circumcise.
How did African circumcision compare with the Jewish prac-
tice? Ours occurred at puberty and theirs at eight days old.
The meanings are similar—the rites of entry into the com-
munity. Thus, these stories were close to us; they were not
about people far away but mirrored ourselves. In fact, at that
27Schreiter, Reconciliation, 9.
28Ibid., 22.
29Mugambi, Church and the Future of Africa, 2.
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young age we begin to theologize. Thanks to Mugambi and
the writers of the syllabus for giving us back our heritage.
These syllabi were ecumenical. The particular one mentioned
above was written by Mugambi and Nicodemus Kirima, a
Catholic priest who later became a Bishop of Nyeri. We
began to see ourselves as one people—not different denomb
nations—but as one community, the people of God.
Ecumenical
The missionaries divided the lands of Kenya among
themselves; one did not choose the denomination to which
one belonged. Where you belonged was really an accident of
birth. If you came from the central part of Kenya, you were
a Presbyterian; if from near Mt. Kenya, a Methodist; if from
the Coast of Kenya and the Western part, an Anglican.
These are the rough divisions though the locations may
have shifted due to migrations. Mugambi in recognition of
the unity of the body of Christ has worked in ecumenical
associations. He has constantly lamented the fragmentation
of the church, always tying to get us to think and act ecu-
menically. He shows how denominational divisions do not
make sense to Africans, referring to a village of two thorn
sand people with twenty-seven denominations.30 He says:
Africans neither understand nor care about the
denominational ‘tribalism’ of the various missionary
agencies. It is for this reason that African Christians
have no hesitation to interact with groups. . .in Europe
or North America are totally opposed to one another.
Mugambi, Front Liberation to Reconstruction, 47.
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We have been told, for example, that the evangeli¬
cals are opposed to the Catholics, and those two are
opposed to the ecumenical movement. To African
Christians, such exclusiveness sounds much worse than
tribalism. Thus, many African leaders will pass through
Geneva on their way to an evangelical convention at
Lausanne without the slightest hesitation, then return
through Lambeth, Hanover, or Edinburgh, to meet
their respective denominational mentors, without any
sense of betrayal or reservation. From an African per¬
spective, this is healthy, and indicates the way of the
church of the future. Christians ought to manifest their
identity as Christians in unity, not in disunity.31
Mugamhi’s outstanding legacy is that he has worked with
ecumenical associations throughout his life. Even in his uni¬
versity years, he worked with a student ecumenical associa¬
tion known as Christian Students’ Council.1- Mugamhi
helped to found The Ecumenical Symposium of East Africa
Theologians which stimulated theological discussions and
empowered the theological movement.33 The theology for
reconstruction is truly ecumenical and multidisciplinary.
Topics range from political, ecclesial, the role of women,
AIDS, poverty, etc. It also has a multireligious dimension,
including Islam and African religion. It is gender inclusive,
with Mercy Amba Oduyoye, a Ghanaian woman, forming
the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians.
31Ibid., 239- 240.
32Ibid., 190.
’’Returning to Kenya in 2004, the writer was invited to join a group
of scholars and church leaders. Symposiums are held each year, the
weekend before Holy Week. Discussions are rich, coming from all per¬
spectives of the Christian spectrum.
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A Christian Response to the Refugee Problem
Theological Resources
The work of Mugambi provided the writer with a wealth
of theological resources when she had to reflect on refugees.
Some of the first articles about the refugee problem were
written under the auspices of Mugambi. In a volume that he
edited, Moral and Ethical Issues in African Christianity, the artb
cle by Peter Kayandogo, “Who is my neighbor? A Christian
Response to Refugees and the Displaced in Africa,” was the
first seen. Then in another title, From Violence to Peace: A
Challenge to African Christianity, edited by M. N. Getui and
P. Kayandogo, an article by professor Obeng of Ghana,
“Religious Dimensions of Refugee Suffering,” was also use¬
ful. Another book edited by Mugambi, The Church and the
Future in Africa: Problems and Promises, “A Theological
Reflection on the Ministry of Churches to Refugees in
Africa,” by Ankrah Kwodwo, provided further reading.
Reflecting on the refugee problem in Africa was easier
because of initial work. Thanks to professor Mugambi and
his colleagues for pioneer work. The writer carried the
torch further by delving into our biblical roots, using the
pilgrim/exile motif and as well the African rich heritage of
hospitality.
Hospitality
This African practice of hospitality motivates a concern
for the refugee populations in Africa. For a long time,
Africa produced the largest numbers of refugees most of
whom were also hosted in African countries; namely,
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Tanzania, Sudan, Ethiopia, Uganda, Congo and Kenya.'4
The interesting thing is that these localities were both
refugee-sending as well refugee-receiving countries. When
there was turmoil in all the countries, the refugees suffered.
When war broke out in Ethiopia, the Sudanese hoys who
had taken refuge in Ethiopia had to migrate to Kenya
because there was war now in Sudan as well. It has been a
great challenge to host these numbers in the midst of the
suffering in host countries. How can we respond when even
our own populations are suffering?
Hospitality has faced challenges since colonialism. The
African system had checks and balances hut they were dis¬
rupted. Mazrui says it so:
Before colonization indigenous cultures had their
own checks and balances between ethnic solidarity and
hospitality on one side and the tendency towards para¬
sitism on the other. Then came colonialism. By its very
nature colonial rule was a supreme form of economic
parasitism—Europeans living off others. No longer were
the Africans able to obey the traditional wisdom in the
Swahili adage mgeni siku ya pili, siku ya tatu mpe jembe
[‘Treat your guest as guest for two days: hut on the third
day give him a hoe.’] The colonial white man was an
invited guest in Africa, hut alas his African hosts were
in no position to force a hoe on him.'1
34Emily J. Choge, “An Ethic for Refugees: The Pilgrim Motif and
the Refugee Problem in Kenya” (Ph.D. diss., Fuller Theological
Seminary, 2004), 2.
,5Ali Mazrui, The Africans: A Triple Heritage (Boston: Little Brown
and Company, 1986), 234-235.
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Some scholars doubt whether hospitality is really appli-
cable in this situation. Gaim Kibreab is one of the greatest
critics of the practice. Hospitality in a situation of poverty
is really difficult.’6 However, this practice is central to our
African heritage and our Christian tradition; we have to
find ways of negotiating within this tight rope. The Swahili
saying, Mgeni Siku ya pili siku ya tatu mpe jembe really helped
to regulate hospitality because guests were not kept depend'
ent but became contributors of the household. The Kenya
government has not applied that wisdom, and we have left
the refugees to depend on handouts for over ten years in the
refugee camps in the North and Eastern part of Kenya.
Mugambi suggests that we as the “church of the future
[are] challenged to be an agent of reconciliation between
all peoples, so that co-existence and mutual support prevail
rather than the disease of prejudice which has eroded con¬
fidence and mutual respect.”' He says further that “[t]o
effectively meet this challenge, the church of the future
will have need to launch long-term programme for conflict-
resolution within and between denominations, and also in the
context of national and international conflicts.’”8 This seems
to have borne fruit during negotiations for the peace agree¬
ment with Sudan; the churches participated in the process.
Churches are called to do much more in this area. He even
makes a bold assertion about a ‘borderless Africa,”9 bringing an
end to the problem of refugees and uprooted people.
"Gaim Kibreab, African Refugees: Reflections on the African Refugee
Problem (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Tress, 1985), 67-83.
''Mugambi, From Liberation to Reconstruction, 177.
“Ibid.
Mugambi, Christian Theology arid Social Reconstruction, 58.
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Conclusion
We have discussed Africa’s uprootedness and how this
phenomenon has affected its spirituality of health and
wholeness. Mugambi, as our prophet of hope, has assisted us
in the analysis of the root causes of this alienation and pro-
vided the theological framework of reconstruction.
Through all this, he has shown that there is hope for
Africa. There are tangible solutions to our problems if the
theologians will participate fully not only in theoretical
analysis but involvement in a grass-roots movement to
effect change. If we do this, we will really turn the image
of Africa from being one of uprootedness to one rooted
within the rich heritage of the gospel, well-embedded in
the African culture. We will be as Mugambi says, “truly
Christian and truly African.”40 Then the myth of Africa as
a vanishing, desperate people will he replaced with a “peo¬
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